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    Chapter One 
 
    Georgia Weber shuffled into the restaurant with a pair of giant sunglasses pulled down over her face, her green eyes darting back and forth across the room for the glint of a hidden camera. She sighed in relief when it seemed that no one was any the wiser of her presence.  
 
    Her publicist would kill her if she knew she’d snuck out for this date without her bodyguard. But having an over-muscled he-man canvassing her every move as she attempted to flirt was the last thing Georgia needed at that moment. Dating was hard enough for a rock star. 
 
    “Welcome to Lorenzo’s Italian. Meeting anyone, my dear?” the slim older woman behind the receptionist podium asked, barely giving her a glance. 
 
    “Yes, I’m supposed to request the booth at the back,” Georgia said, chewing on her bottom lip. “It’s under the names Metal Man and Sweet Daisy Jane.” 
 
    She cringed inwardly. When they’d decided to use their dating profile names for the reservation, she hadn’t thought of how silly it would sound when she actually got there. But the woman didn’t even blink. 
 
    “Oh, yes, I see it,” she answered, pointing to the paper in front of her. “Your date isn’t here yet, but we can get you settled.” 
 
    Georgia let out a shaky breath. At least she had a little while longer to prepare herself. She didn’t want her nervous chatter to drive away the man of her dreams. 
 
    Of course, she could be getting ahead of herself. She’d never actually met the guy face-to-face. They’d been matched in the dating app Spark weeks ago. Unlike the shallow conversations she’d found with her other matches, the ones with Metal Man had quickly taken a deeper and more meaningful turn. He seemed real, making Georgia ache to meet her match in person. She had the feeling he was more gorgeous than words. 
 
    On the other hand, he could also be a wrinkled old man with a weird thing for twenty-three year old women. Wouldn’t the tabloids love that? 
 
    Moving her hands over her thick and curly jet black hair so that it hid part of her face, she followed the receptionist through the dining room. The heavenly aroma of freshly cooked garlic bread and tomato sauce hit her nose.  
 
    She’d purposely picked a late afternoon lunch to attract less attention. As she had suspected, only a few tables were filled with some of San Jose’s locals. None of them paid her any attention. The receptionist waved her hand at a back booth and set down two menus. 
 
    “I’ll bring your date when he arrives,” she said with a toothy smile. 
 
    Georgia thanked her and immediately hid her face behind a menu.  
 
    The phone in her black leather coat pocket dinged with a message. She pulled it out and saw it was from the Spark app. Her heart jumped in anticipation as she read Metal Man’s newest message to her. He was here. After three weeks of chatting online, he was only a few feet away. She couldn’t keep her hands from shaking.  
 
    What would he think about her when he learned the truth about her profession? As far as he knew, she was just a simple Minnesotan girl displaced to the west coast who liked her guitar. Not an up-and-coming rock star who the tabloids loved to splash across their pages with headlines pondering her latest male conquests.  
 
    Metal Man had grown up in the same area outside the Twin Cities. They’d enjoyed the same restaurants, had haunted the same teenage hangouts. It was the first thing that drew them together.  
 
    “Ahem, my dear. Your date.” 
 
    Georgia peered above the menu to see the older woman standing over her with an amused expression. He was here. She slammed the menu down, simultaneously knocking over the two glasses of water that had been set on the table. Ice cubes and straws flew every direction. Pink colored Georgia’s cheeks as she gasped and went for the napkins, mopping up the mess. 
 
    This had been a mistake. She should never have been let out of her hotel room. She couldn’t even behave like a normal human being for one hour. 
 
    “Let me help you,” said a deep voice, gently pulling a napkin from her fingers and joining in the clean-up effort. 
 
    She turned her green eyes up at that moment, her stomach doing a little flip. Kneeling next to her was a man in a blue dress shirt and black pants. He had a strong, angular jaw and a neatly trimmed beard. His short brown hair had been styled and combed back with some type of mousse. While his outfit didn’t scream wealth, a shiny silver Rolex around his wrist hinted at his success. Georgia wondered if it was real, or one of those knock-offs people sold outside shady gas stations. 
 
    There was something definitely familiar about him. Something that she just couldn’t put her finger on. Brown eyes crinkled with the hint of a smile as he winked at her and handed the sopping wet linen napkin to the hostess behind him. 
 
    “I think we’ll take two more glasses of water,” he told her with a smile before she nodded and walked away. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Georgia spouted, dread entering her face. She slid back into the booth and willed herself not to do anything else embarrassing for the next hour. “I’m a klutz when I’m nervous.” 
 
    “It’s okay. No harm done.” His voice was low and calm, his eyes searching her face as he took the opposite seat. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you, Sweet Daisy Jane.” 
 
    Her lips curled into a tiny smile and she glanced down at her black fingernail polish. “You too, Metal Man. I can’t believe we’re actually doing this.” 
 
    “Me, neither.” He cocked his head to one side, a teasing glint in his eyes. “Although I have to admit that I was looking forward to seeing your face. Any chance you might take those sunglasses off now that you’re indoors?” 
 
    She’d become so used to hiding that she hadn’t remembered she still had the silly things on. Yanking them off her face, she tucked her curly hair behind her ears and gave him a sheepish smile. “Better?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. Instead, he stared at her until a warmth flared in her gut and she looked away in embarrassment.  
 
    “My name’s Georgia,” she said quietly. “I suppose we can use real names now that we’ve seen each other’s faces.” 
 
    “Alaric,” he answered, clearing his throat and finally tearing his gaze away from her.  
 
    Panic alarms went off inside of her. She looked up at him with wide eyes, her brain finally putting the pieces together.  
 
    “Not, Alaric Hammond?” she asked in a strained voice.  
 
    His brow furrowed and he tilted his head to one side with an amused grin. “Yes. How did you know?” 
 
    Of course, she should’ve known the first moment they’d met, but she’d been too frazzled by flying ice to make the connection. Alaric Hammond had been two years ahead of her in school and the golden boy of their high school. All-star receiver on their state champion football team. Mr. Prom King. And desperately adored by most of the girls in their school, including once upon a time, Georgia herself.  
 
    She’d been the complete opposite. A quiet mouse, keeping to her small group of music geeks and playing the bass drum in the pep band during sporting events. A total zero on the popularity scale. Alaric Hammond never would’ve known she was alive. 
 
    “We had the same anatomy class,” she said, grimacing. “I sat two rows behind you. You wouldn’t remember me, though.” 
 
    He pursed his lips in thought, drumming his fingers on the table. A light lit in his eyes and he smiled. “Of course! Georgia Weber. I remember you.” 
 
    She gulped, feeling her throat constrict. At that moment, she could’ve desperately used one of those waters she’d spilled. Alaric Hammond remembered her! 
 
    “But didn’t you go by Gigi, then?” he asked, his brow furrowing.  
 
    “Yes.” She laughed nervously, her eyes darting across the room. Thankfully, it seemed, no one had heard him. “Some people still call me that.” 
 
    “Georgia Weber.” He leaned back in his booth and smiled at her, shaking his head. “All this time, I was talking to you. Who would’ve thought?” 
 
    She desperately hoped this new revelation wasn’t a total letdown. She’d come a long way since high school. Better clothes. Better hair. And the ability to actually look people in the eye when they talked to her. All territory that came with becoming a celebrity. Her publicist had forced her to take confidence classes. She didn’t even know that was a thing until she met with her private tutor. 
 
    “Are you still driving that black motorcycle around?” she asked, chewing on her tongue. There had been many a time she’d daydreamed of Alaric Hammond whisking her away on that thing. “The one with the loud muffler? I remember how the teachers hated that thing.” 
 
    “No, not anymore,” he replied coarsely, leaning back in his seat. Something like pain and anger glinted in his eyes. “I’m not sure where that hunk of metal ended up. These days, I stick to four wheels.” 
 
    Georgia wasn’t sure how to respond to his sudden change in tone or stiffened posture. Thankfully, their waitress stopped by, interrupting what could’ve been an awkward moment of silence. They gave her their orders and when she was gone, the pain had disappeared from Alaric’s eyes and he smiled once again across the booth at her. 
 
    “I still can’t believe we’re meeting face-to-face.” He swallowed hard and pursed his lips, resting his hands on the table. “I have to admit, I really considered backing out of this date. My friend pushed me into signing up for the app and I wasn’t sure I was ready, but talking with you has helped me through some tough times lately. I had to meet you.” 
 
    Georgia felt her breath hitch in her lungs. She leaned forward, her slender fingers fiddling with the silverware next to her napkin. “I feel the same. My life has been so crazy lately, talking with you was the only thing that felt normal. And I was forced to sign up for the app, too, so don’t feel bad.”  
 
    Except she’d been forced by her publicist for a business stunt. Not exactly the same, but Alaric didn’t need to know that. 
 
    “I guess this was a happy accident,” she added with a smile. 
 
    “A happy accident.” A slight grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “I like the sound of that, Georgia Weber.” 
 
    “Me, too.”  
 
    She stared into his eyes, feeling her pulse quicken. This felt right. If someone had told her seven years ago she’d be sitting across the table from the gorgeous Alaric Hammond on a date, she would’ve told them they’d inhaled one too many pixie sticks. But here he was. In the flesh. And time had been good to him. 
 
    “Gigi Weber?”  
 
    A voice called from the other side of the room. Georgia turned toward it to get a face full of flashing lights. She gasped and threw her arm in front of her eyes, cursing her bad luck.  
 
    They’d found her. 
 
    “Gigi, who’s your date?” a man called. A few more flashes followed. “Does this mean you and Vance are officially over? Are the rumors true that you’re the new celebrity sponsor for the dating app, Spark?” 
 
    Alaric stood from the booth, placing his athletic body in front of hers and shielding her from the flashes. “What’s the meaning of this?” 
 
    “Are you dating Gigi Weber?” the man asked, clicking a few more pictures.  
 
    By now, the few customers in the restaurant had all turned to watch them. The wait staff had paused in their duties and were staring with slack jaws at the confrontation. 
 
    “I don’t see how that’s any of your business,” Alaric answered. He clenched his fists at his side. 
 
    “Son, getting pictures of Gigi Weber is my business,” the paparazzo answered with a sneer. “The price of being a rock star, I’m afraid. Now, can I get your name for my paper, or do I have to hunt that down, too?” 
 
    “Rock star?” Alaric stared down at Georgia, who remained glued to the booth seat. Confusion and horror wracked his face. “What does he mean?” 
 
    She wanted to kick herself. She’d just gone through this two months ago with her ex. The paparazzi would never leave her alone. How could she have been so stupid as to think she could have a normal date for once? That life had sailed. And any chance she had of being with someone good like Alaric had gone with it.  
 
    “I’m so sorry. I have to go.”  
 
    She jumped from the table, shoving the sunglasses back over her eyes. Regret lanced through her chest. She shouldn’t have agreed to meet. They could’ve remained electronic pen pals and remained none-the-wiser. But now, she’d tainted that last bit of normalcy in her life. 
 
    “Georgia, wait,” he grabbed her wrist, but she pulled away.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she mumbled again. With the camera still clicking away, she flew from the restaurant, frustrated tears burning at the corners of her eyes.  
 
    She’d never get to find out if Alaric Hammond really was the man of her dreams. And from the way he was looking at her, she was probably more likely the woman of his nightmares. It was about time she accepted what the awful reporter had said. 
 
    That was the price she paid for being a rock star.    
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Alaric marched onto the fourteenth floor of Linex Investments with anger burning in his eyes. He found the office he was looking for and burst in, hardly seeing the woman with curly blonde hair sitting in the guest chair. It was the young man behind the desk with the round cheeks and curly mop of brown hair that had his full attention. 
 
    “Why did you do it, Smithy?” Alaric demanded, slapping his phone on the table. He quivered with rage. “I told you I wasn’t ready to put myself out there, but you had to go and set me up with your new celebrity sponsor. Is this some kind of joke to you?” 
 
    “Dude, chill.” Smithy threw his hands in the air, his green eyes growing wide. He wore a faded Iron Man t-shirt above a pair of expensive denim jeans. “I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about. Explain. Only this time, less growling.” 
 
    “Your dating app.” Alaric tensed his jaw, his voice lowering to a dangerous level. “You practically begged me to sign up. I did. And today, I finally meet with the girl I’ve been talking to for weeks and it turns out to be Gigi Weber. Rock star and budding celebrity Gigi Weber. How do you explain that?” 
 
    Smithy’s jaw dropped and he stared blankly at him. It was the first time in their friendship that Alaric remembered Kevin Smith being silent.  
 
    They’d met a year ago when Alaric started physical therapy. Smithy had lost both his legs in Iraq and was well on the long road of therapy. For some reason, the talkative, ultra-cheery war-vet had taken it upon himself to cheer up a surly Alaric Hammond. Eventually, Alaric’s walls had come down and they’d become close friends.  
 
    “Wait, you matched with Gigi Weber?” The young blonde woman sitting across from Smithy finally caught Alaric’s attention. She was sitting with her legs crossed in a smart navy blue dress and a string of pearls around her neck. She leaned forward, her blue eyes sparkling with interest. “She seems like a sweetheart. Tell me, how did it go?” 
 
    “Great, if you like a side of paparazzi with your meal,” he said bitterly. The sound of the camera clicking away still haunted him. “Who are you?” 
 
    Smithy laughed as if it were a ridiculous question and pointed toward her. “This is Emily Knight. She’s the beating heart behind the app. Emily, this is Alaric Hammond. He’s the buddy I’ve been telling you about.” 
 
    Emily’s eyes grew wide and her eyebrows raised. “The Alaric Hammond? Owner of the Hammond clothing empire? I shop in your stores all the time. My husband says that because of you, he’ll have to buy an apartment just for all my clothes.” 
 
    Alaric growled an unintelligible response. He hadn’t intended on confronting Smithy in front of anyone. And if he had felt like a fool before, it was nothing to what he felt now. He hadn’t even wanted to date anyone. Not since the accident two years ago. But Smithy had practically forced him.  
 
    Surprisingly, he’d connected with someone right away. Sweet Daisy Jane. She had no profile picture, but had been easy to talk to. They’d chat every evening before bed. It had become part of his routine. He hadn’t planned on meeting her face-to-face, until he’d agreed on a whim just last night.  
 
    There was a reason Alaric Hammond didn’t usually act out on his whims. It certainly wasn’t the way he’d transformed his grandfather’s small clothing store into a multi-national retail company and built his massive fortune. Whims were for other people. Reckless people. 
 
    “Listen, man, there was no manipulating your matches,” Smithy said, giving him a shrug. “If you were matched with Gigi Weber, it was because that’s what was supposed to happen. We just happen to be in negotiations with her publicist for her to join the app as our sponsor. Nothing’s official yet. But I gotta say, I’m pretty jealous. Is she as gorgeous in real life as on her album cover?” 
 
    Alaric huffed and crossed his arms in front of his chest, refusing to answer. He couldn’t deny that Georgia was stunning. Her luxurious black curly hair had framed her porcelain face like a picture frame. She’d worn a pair of tight gray designer jeans with holes in the knees above suede ankle boots, all paired with a black leather jacket. A feminine soft pink tank top underneath had completed the look. From the moment he saw her across the room, he hadn’t been able to stop staring. She didn’t seem real.  
 
    And once he’d made the connection between her and the quiet girl with the vivid green eyes who used to sit behind him in anatomy class, he’d almost allowed himself to think this was meant to be. That was, until the cameras started clicking away.  
 
    The last thing he needed right now was the public eye. Not when he’d avoided it so carefully since the accident. They’d love to hear that he’d returned to his old ways. Nothing sold a tabloid in San Jose like a billionaire bad boy on a bender. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he said, running his tongue over his teeth. “I’m not dating anyone, least of all a celebrity. This has got to end.” 
 
    Emily looked up at him, sympathy clouding her eyes. “Well, if that’s the way you feel, don’t tell us. Tell Gigi Weber.” 
 
    He grimaced. He doubted very much that Gigi Weber would care if he dropped off the edge of the planet. A woman like that had scores of men lining down the street to have her autograph their biceps. She was just another celebrity out to cash in on her fame. He had been an innocent bystander, caught in her wake.  
 
    So much for all those late night messages back and forth. She probably didn’t even write them. It was probably her publicist or someone she’d hired to fool the poor schmucks she got matched with.  
 
    “She’s already shut down her account,” he said, pointing at his phone on the desk. “Believe me. I’ve tried.” 
 
    “The rumor on the web is that Gigi Weber is holed up at Marigold Hill Hotel,” Smithy said, wagging his eyebrows. “It’s just a short drive away. I’m sure you could find her there.” 
 
    “Yes, these things are much better done in person.” Emily nodded, pressing her lips into a small smile. “I’d say, find her there and let her know how you feel.” 
 
    Alaric’s gaze flickered between the two, the wheels in his head turning. Georgia had certainly bulldozed him over during their supposedly simple lunch date. He would like nothing better than to march up to her hotel room and tell her just exactly what he thought about her using him for her little celebrity campaign.  
 
    The more he thought about it, the more he felt driven to follow their advice. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, leaning over to press his knuckles onto the surface of Smithy’s desk. “I think I’ll do that. First thing tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Smithy’s cheeks grew even rounder as he beamed at his friend. “Don’t be late for PT, though. Dr. Anand promised to put us through our paces tomorrow. And I don’t know about you, but she scares me a little bit. Don’t make me go through this alone.” 
 
    An unbidden smile formed on Alaric’s face. He was pretty sure Smithy could handle anything Dr. Anand threw at him. Especially since he seemed to worship the pretty physical therapy doctor. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s not like I can forget with this thing strapped to me.” Alaric raised the hemline of his pants until the black metal of his prosthetic right leg came into view. He’d been fitted with it over a year ago, but he was still quick to hide it from view. A permanent reminder of all his past mistakes. “I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Good.” Smithy slowly pushed up from the desk until he stood on his own two prosthetic legs. He placed his fists on his hips like a super hero and grinned proudly. “I’ve been practicing with these puppies all week. No more wheelchair for this computer geek. The sky’s the limit.” 
 
    Emily cheered and Alaric’s lips twitched with a grin. No matter how bad he thought his day was, he could never get over Smithy’s unrelenting positive attitude. The guy had every reason to be angry with the world, but he kept on chugging. It kept things in perspective. 
 
    Still, his confrontation with Georgia, Gigi, or whoever she was, lay in front of him. What she’d done to him hadn’t been fair. He needed her to see that. 
 
    And then, he could safely return to his quiet, boring life. 
 
    It was safer that way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Alaric drove his sleek black and orange Koenigsegg Agera RS into the parking lot outside Marigold Hill Hotel and peered through his sunglasses at the luxurious two-story gray stone building shaped like a U. White painted balconies wrapped around the massive structure and large windows reflected the brilliant rays of the morning sun. The roof over the main lobby met in a high A-line cut that added a dimension to the gorgeous architecture.  
 
    The last time Alaric had been here was several years ago when he’d been dating a model from South America who had a particular taste for the finer things in life. She’d spent most of her visit with him in the hotel’s spa. It had taken him far too long to realize she’d been more interested in his pocket book than in him.  
 
    But back then, Alaric had a thing for dating models and celebrities. It had earned him a permanent spot in the tabloids as the philandering billionaire bad boy. He’d worked hard to put that past behind him. No more parties. No more fast motorcycles. And no more celebs.  
 
    Jumping out of his luxury car and slamming it shut, he marched toward the lobby entrance. There was no need to ask for directions. His personal assistant had already managed to track down Georgia Weber’s room number. She was staying in a three-bedroom suite on the second floor.  
 
    No one gave him a second glance as he entered the place. It was no doubt thanks to his navy Tom Ford suit and Louboutin leather shoes. Alaric had learned fast while growing his business that when he dressed the part, no one questioned if he belonged. It was a philosophy he’d fully embraced. And it also served to hide the one part of his body that he was ashamed of. 
 
    All too soon, he came to Georgia’s room and stood motionless outside the stark white door with thick wooden trim. A quick glance down both sides of the hallway told him he was alone.  
 
    Good. He hated public confrontations.  
 
    Just as he was about to knock on her door, his cell phone buzzed in his suit jacket. A part of him screamed at him to ignore it, but the more rational side of his brain told him it could be important business. With a hiss, he backed a ways down the hall and answered it. 
 
    “Alaric?” Earl Truman’s husky voice rang through the speaker. He was the President of Hammond Inc.’s board of directors and a frequent number on Alaric’s recent calls list.  
 
    “Yes?” Alaric rubbed the tense spot between his eyebrows. 
 
    “Have you seen the latest stock reports for the company, my boy?” 
 
    He resisted the urge to grumble. Of course he hadn’t seen the latest stock reports. He’d been too busy being duped into dating another fame-seeking celebrity.  
 
    “No, Earl. You’ll have to enlighten me.” 
 
    “They’re up, up, up.” Earl laughed harshly and then broke out into a coughing fit. When he was through, he cleared his throat into the phone. “My secretary tells me it’s because of your little escapade with that starlet, Gigi Weber. Apparently, you were photographed having lunch with her. It’s all over the tabloids.” 
 
    Alaric ground his teeth. Already, the news was out. How much longer did he have until the paparazzi started to follow him around again? He’d worked so hard the last two years on disappearing from the limelight. Now, thanks to Georgia, all that work had been undone.  
 
    “That was a mistake,” he said in a low voice, glancing at Georgia’s door. “One that I’m about to rectify.” 
 
    “I hope that means you’re going to continue seeing her, my boy,” Earl rasped. “When people see the CEO of Hammond Inc. out with a young and relevant celebrity, they want to buy your products. This is free publicity. You have to think like a businessman here.” 
 
    Alaric stuttered a reply, his mind going blank. Of course he wasn’t going to keep seeing Georgia Weber. That was absurd.  
 
    “Remember, boy, happy shareholders mean you ensure your position as CEO of your grandfather’s company.” Earl coughed again. “Without those high stock values, your shareholders lose faith in you. Don’t make us lose faith in you.” 
 
    There was a click and then the line went dead. Alaric glared at his phone, trying to comprehend what had just happened. Surely, they weren’t expecting him to use his dating life as a publicity tool.  
 
    As he huffed and paced in the hall, he heard a door open behind him. Alarms sounded in his head when he looked and saw it was Georgia’s door. Jumping behind the nearest corner, he listened hard to the raised voices coming his way. 
 
    “She’s not going to do it,” said a female in a mocking voice. She forced a laugh. “Gigi Weber is too saintly to sell herself to Spark. If she doesn’t wake up and smell the roses soon, she’s going to lose this career of hers. Mark my words. Boring doesn’t sell albums.” 
 
    Alaric closed his eyes. That was interesting news. Apparently he wasn’t the only one feeling pressured by the boss at the moment. Maybe he and Georgia had more in common than he thought. 
 
    “Just give her time,” a second female voice said in a soothing tone. “I know she’ll come around. This is too important to her.” 
 
    As the voices faded down the hall, Alaric pressed his back into the wall and stared at the empty space in front of him. Between the phone call with Earl and the fascinating news he’d just heard, potential was brimming. If only he could leverage it to his advantage. Maybe, the lunch date with Gigi Weber wouldn’t be a total waste after all.  
 
    Already, the wheels inside his head were turning. 
 
    � 
 
    Georgia tied the straps of her crimson bikini around her neck and grimaced at the full length mirror in front of her. After the last twenty or so hours she’d had, she needed a little time to decompress. A morning dip in the hotel’s gorgeous pool sounded like just the ticket. Maybe, she’d figure out what to do then. 
 
    Her publicist hadn’t been upset about the date mishap like Georgia had predicted. Instead, she’d gone wild for the photos of Georgia fleeing the restaurant with Alaric Hammond looking desperately handsome and shocked in the background. The news had gotten out about her recent negotiations with Linex Investments to represent their dating app, Spark. Apparently, they’d had a surge in sign-ups overnight. And it was all thanks to her. 
 
    “I know you’re stressed right now, but you’ve got to think this through,” Angela said, leaning back on the nearest chair in her own black monokini. She was the base guitarist in Georgia’s band and only a year older. Tattoos lined her arms and legs in intricate and colorful designs. A silver stud in her cheek moved as she smirked. “Don’t want to make your publicist angry. Trust me.” 
 
    “I’ve already thought this through,” Georgia said in a huff. She narrowed her eyes at Angela through her reflection. “I won’t sell my private life to the tabloids. Not anymore. Not after Vance.” 
 
    It hurt to think of her recent breakup. She hadn’t been prepared for the realities of dating another celebrity. Nothing had been real about Vance. She’d learned that a little too late.  
 
    “Vance is a crummy wannabe popstar who never grew up.” Angela pulled her long bleach blonde hair off her shoulder and started to braid it. “You’re not selling your private life. Just commit yourself to one guy for a month or two so the public sees how great Spark is. They’ll be scrambling to buy the app and you’ll be on the fast track to super-stardom. No more singing crappy pop tunes because your label demands it. You’ll be the one making the demands.” 
 
    Georgia made a face in the mirror. She wanted everything Angela was talking about, but not at the price of her heart. When she’d originally signed up for Spark, it had just been an experiment. But the way she’d connected with Alaric had made her hope that maybe this new partnership with Linex Investments wouldn’t be so hard. That she could find something real. 
 
    But then she had to go and mess it all up. 
 
    “Look, you know how important my career is to me,” Georgia said, taking a seat across from her friend. “But there are just some things I’m not willing to compromise on and one of those is my heart. And it wouldn’t be fair to the guy for me to use him and then dump him when it’s all said and done. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I broke his heart.” 
 
    Angela narrowed her blue eyes at her and smirked. “You know, you’re too pure to be a rock star.” 
 
    With a sigh, Georgia shook her head. “I think you tell me that every day. But it’s not going to change. You’ll have to love me despite my flaws.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” She rolled her eyes, grabbed a pillow, and chucked it at Georgia’s face. “You and all your numerous flaws. How do you manage to live with them all?” 
 
    Georgia grinned. “One day at a time.” 
 
    They both hopped up and slipped on their flip flops, ready for the pool. Despite her bold statements just moments ago, Georgia’s stomach still churned. Her publicist had practically threatened her if she dropped the Spark deal. Told her that her career would flatline before it even had a chance to live.  
 
    There was nothing Georgia wanted more in the world than to make music for her fans. If she couldn’t do that, she wasn’t sure what else she’d do. She had no other real skills. Just her voice and her guitar. That’s what made her feel whole.  
 
    She hoped she wasn’t making the biggest mistake of her life. 
 
    Grabbing a bottle of sunscreen, she headed toward the door. She yanked it open just as someone began to knock. A tall man stood in the doorway, his shoulders broad and intimidating from only a foot away.  
 
    It wasn’t the first time a fan had tried to break into her hotel room. Only two months ago, a guy had tried to climb onto her balcony when she was in Chicago. They’d had to bump up security hard core. No one was supposed to know she was here. 
 
    With a shriek, she shoved the man, hard. He stumbled back a step, but had no problems righting himself before Georgia threw the bottle of sunscreen at him. It hit the side of his face and fell to the floor, the lid popping off and sunscreen splashing everywhere. 
 
    “What was that for?” Alaric Hammond rubbed his jaw as indignation flashed in his eyes. He stood in the hallway with his phone in his hand, wearing a well-tailored suit that looked like it belonged on the cover of GQ.  
 
    Georgia’s stomach flipped at the sight of him. She’d never expected to see him again, let alone, right outside her hotel room. Her mouth fell open and horror filled her head. 
 
    “I’m so, so sorry,” she said, reaching out a hand, but pulling back before she could touch him. “I thought you were a stalker.” 
 
    “Really?” Alaric smirked and worked his jaw. “And you thought sunscreen would take out a stalker?” 
 
    “I panicked,” she said, her voice growing smaller. How was it that Alaric Hammond seemed to always find her at her worst? “It was the only thing I could think of in the moment.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” He pursed his lips together and let his gaze drift down to her bikini for the first time.  
 
    Georgia’s cheeks burned and she grabbed a towel off the nearby chair, holding it in front of her torso like a shield. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Just to be clear, I’m not a stalker.” He placed his hand on the door frame and leaned against it, a cocky smile slowly growing on his face. “But I don’t think we got to finish our date.” 
 
    She gaped at him, confusion clouding her head. Surely, he didn’t want to date her. Not after she’d pretty much lied to him about her identity. The horror on his face when the paparazzo started snapping away had pretty much made that crystal clear. 
 
    “Your date?” Angela forced the door wide open and grinned at Alaric, her eyes sweeping over his power suit and down to his expensive shoes. Approval flashed in her eyes. “So this is the famous Metal Man?” 
 
    Georgia’s insides turned. She certainly didn’t want Alaric to know she’d been talking about him like a grade school girl crush.  
 
    “Infamous might be better,” he said, his grin growing bigger. He held out a hand. “Alaric Hammond. Georgia’s date.” 
 
    “Angela Nielsen.” She shook his hand. “Georgia’s bass guitarist.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I get a moment alone with Georgia before you lovely ladies head down to the pool?” he asked, raising his eyebrows. “We just need a minute.” 
 
    “Take all the time you need,” she said, pushing past him to walk out the door. Behind his back, she made a face at Georgia. He’s gorgeous, she mouthed and then walked away. 
 
    Alaric didn’t wait for an invitation. He strolled right past Georgia and into the large common room of her hotel suite. There was a white bricked fireplace on one side with several sitting chairs surrounding it. A mini kitchenette stocked with all of Georgia’s favorite treats lined the other side, with steel appliances and black speckled granite countertops. Clothes and musical instruments had been strewn about the place, making Georgia’s cheeks grow even redder. If she’d known he’d be barging into her place like this, she would’ve cleaned up. She would’ve insisted that Angela stay. 
 
    “Why are you really here?” she asked, chasing after him as he did a slow circle about the room, his eyes taking in every inch. “I was pretty certain I was never going to hear from you again.” 
 
    He didn’t answer. Instead, he picked up a guitar from one of the sitting chairs and held it by the leather shoulder strap.  
 
    “Isn’t this the same guitar you used to carry in the halls at school?” he asked, eyeing the red rose inlay. “You brought it to every anatomy class.” 
 
    The fact that he remembered such a detail about her made her heart beat wildly. She snatched it from his hands and held it protectively against her body. “Yeah, my dad gave it to me freshman year. I write all my songs on it.” 
 
    “Very cool.”  
 
    He finished scanning the room and turned his gaze on her. She tried not to squirm under his intense scrutiny. Even in high school, he’d had the same piercing gaze that made you feel like he could see all your secrets. It made the girls go crazy. 
 
    “What do you want, Alaric?” she demanded, her voice raising. She’d had enough of this roundabout manner. “Why are you here?” 
 
    A small smile played on his lips and he fiddled with the middle button on his suit coat. “I know about your deal with Spark. I know why you need this contract to bolster your career.” 
 
    She huffed. “I don’t need anything and I certainly don’t need Spark.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think you do.” He took a step closer, looking down his perfectly straight nose at her. “I’m a businessman, Georgia. I know a good deal when I see one." 
 
    She wanted to take a step back. He was too close. She could smell his masculine cologne and see the little flecks of gold in his brown eyes. But his cocky expression made her angry. He didn’t know anything about her and her career. She placed her hands on her hips and stood her ground.  
 
    “I don't think that's any of your business,” she said, raising her chin.  
 
    The twinkle in his eye grew as he tilted his head to one side. “I think it’s about to be my business, Georgia Weber. And before you decide to throw me out, you're going to want to hear what I've got to say. I've got a business proposition that will suit us both very nicely.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Georgia stared at Alaric for a good half a minute, her lips parted in shock. She wasn’t sure what to make of this recent change. Gone was the sweet, unsure man she’d met at the restaurant and spilled her heart to online for the past few weeks. In his place stood an arrogant, suave businessman with steel glinting in his eyes. She clenched her teeth and tried to fight back the disappointment. That previous man had obviously been an act.  
 
    This was the real Alaric Hammond.  
 
    She hadn’t expected to see Alaric again in her life. In fact, on her way home from their date, she’d deleted her Spark profile so she wouldn’t have to deal with the deafening silence on his end of the line after their disaster of a first date. But here he was, standing in front of her, offering her a business deal. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she demanded, pointing to a nearby chair. “Sit. Spill.” 
 
    His lips quirked with a grin as she ordered him about. He unbuttoned his suit jacket and took the seat she indicated. She sat across from him and spread the towel across her lap. 
 
    “Look, this wasn’t something I had plans of pursuing,” he said calmly, leaning back to rest his arm on the back of the chair. He resembled a model posing in a magazine. “Frankly, I don’t need or want the attention that comes along with someone like you.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. It was just as she’d suspected. Despite the sudden flare of annoyance, her heart still panged with regret. “Then why, may I ask, are you here?” 
 
    “Because I think we can help each other.” He leaned forward, his gaze drilling into her face. “Apparently, people actually care who I date. My company’s stock prices soared after those photos came out yesterday. My board wants me to continue seeing you.” 
 
    Blood rushed to Georgia’s cheeks. Part of her was furious and the other part curious. She hadn’t realized Alaric had become so important in the business world that who he dated was of any importance. Apparently, that expensive watch of his was real. Still, the proposition made her feel cheap. Her dating life wasn’t for sale. She clenched the towel in her hands, a flush working its way up her chest.  
 
    “You want me to date you because your board likes it?” she asked in disgust.  
 
    “No,” he answered, an ornery grin worked its way onto his face. “I want you to date me because then you’ll fulfill your contract with Spark and advance your performing career. It’s a win-win situation for both of us. All business with an expiration date. The perfect solution to our problems.” 
 
    She sat back in her chair, the original wave of rage melting away. Alaric’s business plan had a definite appeal. Just minutes ago, she’d been praying and searching for a way around this Spark deal. A way to protect her heart.  
 
    If she entered into this deal with rules and stipulations on both their sides, she would be doing just that. She’d get her contract, her publicist would be happy, and no one would be any the wiser. Plus, it wasn’t like Alaric was some stranger. She’d grown up just down the street from him.  
 
    Maybe, this was the safe way out. 
 
    “You have my attention.” She scooted forward in her seat and fixed him with a glare. “But if we’re going to do this, there have to be some rules.” 
 
    He quirked an eyebrow. “Of course.” 
 
    “Rule number one: anything you say or give to the press must be pre-approved by me alone. Break that rule, and we’re done.” 
 
    Georgia held her breath, feeling tightness in her chest. After their breakup, Vance had leaked some very private information about their relationship to the press that still haunted her. She was determined never to repeat that. 
 
    Curiosity glinted in Alaric’s eyes, but he simply shrugged. “Easy enough. I have no desire to talk to the press, anyway. They just need to see us together.”  
 
    She felt relief wash over her. That hadn’t been so hard. Maybe, she could get through this deal with all of her dignity intact. It was certainly better than real life dating. 
 
    “My turn,” Alaric said briskly. “Rule number two: in exactly one month we will agree to go separate ways. A mutual breakup. Should be enough time for both of us to get what we want.” 
 
    Her mouth went slightly dry as she thought about what she’d originally wanted with Alaric. A fake relationship wasn’t exactly what she had in mind. In fact, even now she was having a hard time not reverting back to her high school fantasies of wondering how it would feel to be wrapped up in Alaric’s arms.  
 
    He just looked so cool sitting across from her, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. It was the same way in high school. He could probably see right through the cracks in her armor and see the nerves bursting through in bright red splotches on her face. She had to keep it together. He couldn’t have the upper hand in this fake relationship. 
 
    “Agreed,” she said a little more fiercely than she’d intended. Clearing her throat, she straightened her spine and stared at him. “Now, what about the physical?” 
 
    “Physical?” 
 
    “Yes.” She laughed and fluttered her eyelashes at him in a joke. Inside, her stomach did a little flip. “Hand holding? Cuddling? Kissing? Can’t have a fake relationship without them. No one would buy it.” 
 
    He tilted his head to one side, his cocky demeanor faltering for a moment. Frown lines appeared around his mouth. “Kissing?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Hammond.” Despite the flutters of nerves, she gave him a devious smile. “At some point, I think you’ll have to kiss me.” 
 
    � 
 
    Alaric swallowed hard, his gaze taking in Georgia’s sparkling green eyes and the soft curve of her teasing smile. It felt like his stomach had done a flop in his gut. “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    He’d marched in here totally prepared to treat this like a pure business deal, but his resolve was slowly unraveling. Georgia had taken to his idea faster than he’d predicted. She looked confident sitting across from him, her long legs crossed and her hands calmly folded in her lap. She’d pulled her black curly hair off her neck into a loose bun with a few loose strands of curls cascading down the creamy white skin of her cheeks. He’d stared down the most cantankerous of old businessmen, but not one of them had made his pulse quicken like she did. 
 
    “Rule number three: appropriate physical contact in public for our audience,” she said, her smile dissolving. “But hands off in private. I’m not for sale. Is that understood?” 
 
     He watched her tuck a curl behind her ear, pain reflecting in her eyes. Someone had hurt her in the past. That much was clear. Apparently, she wasn’t just some panhandling celebrity with no feelings. His jaw clenched as he imagined punching that jerk in the throat.  
 
    “Believe me, that’s not going to be a problem.” He looked down at his hands to give himself a moment to collect himself. When he looked back up, he saw her reddening face and her flashing eyes. She’d obviously taken offense to something. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She pursed her lips tight and stared at him. “Is that all?” 
 
    “Only one last thing.” He knew that if the word got out about their deal, it could ruin them both in the public’s eye. They needed the utmost of secrecy to make it a success. “No one else can know. No one. Not even your best friend, your dog, or whoever you trust with your secrets. Not if we want this to work. Is that understood?” 
 
    A smirk quirked on her lips and she held out a hand. “Sir, yes, sir. Now, do we shake on it? Seal the deal?” 
 
    He grabbed her hand and shook, feeling her soft skin beneath his own. Energy coursed up his arm during the brief contact. As soon as he could manage, he dropped her hand and rubbed the palm of his hand against his thigh, attempting to dispel the unsettling feeling she’d given him.  
 
    Obviously, his brain was still confusing Sweet Lady Jane with the woman sitting in front of him. That had been an online persona, created to draw some poor schmuck in. Sweet Lady Jane had seemed like an honest and quiet soul. She’d been there during the worst of some of his physical therapy, even if she didn’t know it. He’d come to rely on her for his daily dose of good in the world.  
 
    But Georgia Weber wasn’t that person. Georgia was an intimidating woman with green eyes that snapped with suppressed emotion and confidence. She was the woman who wore sexy leather jackets and bikinis that showed off her subtle curves. Someone who could curl her lips into a sensual, teasing smile and make him sweat under his starched collar.  
 
    They weren’t the same person. He’d thought he’d fallen for Sweet Lady Jane, but she wasn’t real. He needed to remind himself of that.  
 
    “Perfect.” Georgia smiled at him and hopped up from the couch. “I’m doing a surprise concert in San Francisco tomorrow night. We can hit the clubs afterwards. There’s bound to be paparazzi there. Your board will love it.” 
 
    He tried not to cringe. There were so many parts about that proposal that sounded painful to a man who’d vowed never to step his remaining foot into a club for the rest of his life. Still, she had a point. If the paparazzi caught them there, it would make his board happy. And making his board happy had been his single goal this past year after his sloppy past.  
 
    “Fine,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest and walking toward the door. “But for the record, I don’t dance.” 
 
    She stopped following him and made a choked sound. When he looked back at her, he grimaced to see she was holding in a laugh.  
 
    “You don’t dance?” She snorted. “If you’re going to date someone who makes her living dancing and singing on stage, I think you’re going to have to put in a little effort. We do want this to be believable, don’t we?” 
 
    Alaric made a face. Maybe, he’d jumped into this deal too soon. He hadn’t thought through all the implications. Once again, Georgia Weber had him acting on a whim and somehow, it seemed that she always had the upper hand. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll find a way to make it work.” He sucked in his cheeks and gave her a frown. “Good night, Gigi. I hope your fans realize how much you’re doing for them.” 
 
    “Please, call me Georgia,” she said in a quiet voice, her eyes softening. “Gigi belongs to them. The fans and the magazines. At home, I prefer to be just Georgia. It keeps me grounded.” 
 
    Alaric stared at her for a long moment, something clicking in the back of his mind. Maybe, he’d been too harsh on Georgia Weber. Sure, she didn’t resemble the quiet girl who used to sit behind him in class and never made eye contact, but she wasn’t exactly a lofty diva either.  
 
    “All right, Georgia.” He gave her a small smile and tilted his head. “Until tomorrow. Sleep well.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will.” She lifted her chin defiantly, her eyes snapping. “See you tomorrow, Alaric.” 
 
    He left her room, unsure what had happened. When he’d marched in there, he’d felt totally in control of the situation and the deal he was about to propose. It made perfectly logical sense to fake a relationship with Georgia Weber. A sound business trick.  
 
    But now, he wasn’t so confident. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Alaric hopped out of the town car and stared at the crowd gathered in Union Square Park. He’d never seen such a mass of people, each one vying to get closer to the makeshift stage built on the east side. Large speakers pumped out a rhythm so loud it made his chest rattle. Lights flashed in the darkening evening and lit up the band on stage.  
 
    A single figure stood out from the rest, her long dark hair cascading over her face. Even from this distance, he could easily pick out Georgia. She was riffing on her guitar and totally lost in the music. 
 
    For a moment, Alaric felt totally out of sync with the rest of the world. How had he not known that up-and-coming rock star Gigi Weber was the same girl who’d gone to his high school? He’d heard the name, of course. But never connected the two. 
 
    It was crazy to think he was now dating her. Fake dating. But still, if someone had told him a week ago that this would happen, he would’ve laughed in their face. Now, the only thing he could do was grin and bear it and hope his board knew exactly how devoted he was to his company. He’d been on a rocky road with them ever since his accident two years ago. This would prove his loyalty. 
 
    He instructed the driver to wait and walked toward the back of the stage. The guards didn’t even blink twice at him. They must’ve been warned he would show up. He passed the cordoned area and joined the rest of the staff and crew who listened intently to Georgia beginning a new song on stage. 
 
    Alaric paused in his tracks as her voice hit his ears. She had a soulful, raspy quality to her singing that hit him deep in the chest with surprising emotion. There was no doubt that she threw her heart into her performance. He could feel it by the way the hair stood up on his arm. Doing his best to brush off the sensation, he crossed his arms tightly over his chest and frowned. 
 
    “This handsome man must be Alaric,” said a woman approaching from his left. She was in her mid-forties with her dark brown hair cut into a medium bob. A tight pair of jeans counterbalanced the blazer she wore. With a thin smile, she shook his hand. “I’m Sally. Gigi’s publicist.” 
 
    Yes, he remembered her voice from the hotel. She was the one promising that Georgia was throwing away her career. Already, Alaric didn’t like her. 
 
    “Alaric Hammond,” he said through a clenched jaw.   
 
    “Yes, I know. I did my homework.” She smiled, her eyes cold. “You took your grandfather’s small clothing store and built it into an empire. You’re one of the youngest billionaires in the world. Quite impressive, I might add. It’s a wonder that Gigi snagged you.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure how to respond to that. Everything she said came out sounding like an underhanded insult. Instead, he simply nodded. 
 
    “If you need anything, you just come to me.” She winked. “Gigi has been known to be a bit over sensitive, especially when it comes to relationships in the spotlight. She’s just not made from the same material as people like you and me. If you have any issues, give me a call.” 
 
    She handed him a card, which he promptly crumpled in his hands. He was sure he’d never be needing that number. 
 
    “Sounds like your girl is just finishing up,” she said, pointing up at the sky and cocking her head to listen to the last few chords of the song. “You two have fun tonight.” 
 
    She walked away, her high heels clicking on the cement. Alaric frowned and stood his ground. The backstage crew swirled around him as the audience on the other side of the stage roared and applauded. Finally, the band began to descend down the black metal staircase behind the stage. The last to appear was Georgia herself. 
 
    She wore an emerald green jumpsuit that showed off her long, shapely legs above five-inch black stilettos. Her cheeks were flushed and her curls had gone wild. A deliriously happy smile stretched from ear to ear on her face. She had her guitar strapped across her back and was too busy hugging everyone in the crew to notice Alaric staring, slack-jawed, at her. 
 
    “Best concert ever,” she squealed as she hugged the blonde who had been in her hotel room yesterday. Alaric thought he remembered her introducing herself as Angela. “I don’t care if it’s only a free impromptu concert in the park. The hype is so much better at these things. I’d take one of these any day over the Super Bowl halftime.” 
 
    “Sure,” Angela said, giving her a smile and rolling her eyes. “Keep saying that until you see the paycheck those stars get for rocking the Super Bowl. Then, you’ll be changing your tune.” 
 
    “Never!” Georgia draped her arm over Angela’s shoulder. “I’m happy just like this. You could taste the excitement in the air. Money can’t buy fans like that.” 
 
    Alaric took that moment to tap her on the shoulder. She turned to look at him, her eyes growing wide and round. Her gaze drifted over his slim-cut suit and down to his shiny loafers.  
 
    With a teasing smile, she looked back up at him and arched an eyebrow. “Is that what you plan on wearing to the clubs, Mr. Hammond? Seems awfully formal. Maybe we should be going to the opera, instead.” 
 
    He tugged at the collar of his shirt uncomfortably and smirked. “I left off the tie. Doesn’t that count for something?” 
 
    Her trill of a laugh sent little shock waves down his spine. She placed a hand on his shoulder and he was immediately thankful for the layers of cloth between them. 
 
    “Let me go get ready,” she said with a smile. “I’ll be back in a minute. You don’t want me looking like this.” 
 
    He watched her go, unsure his male hormones would agree with that statement. 
 
    � 
 
    Bright camera lights flashed in Georgia’s eyes as she strode toward the Red Phoenix club in the bustling center of San Francisco’s night life. She’d been here once before — with Vance, her pop-star ex-boyfriend who had a love for free drinks and pretty much any female with long legs and a willing smile.  
 
    It had taken her a long time to see through his charming facade. She’d been enamored by his growing fame and the fact that he seemed to want her, of all people. When he’d dropped her for a Russian model, she’d been blind-sighted. 
 
    But no longer. This time, she was on top and prepared. The arrangement between her and Alaric was perfect. No hearts in the mix and they both got what they wanted. After this relationship was over, she wouldn’t be left crying into her guitar strings. 
 
    Fans and paparazzi screamed out her name as they bypassed the velvet rope where people waited to get into the club. Georgia swallowed hard and grimaced, trying her best to keep her head high. She loved her music and she loved her career, but this part still didn’t settle well with her.  
 
    “Grab my arm,” Alaric whispered as he walked beside her. He offered his elbow and frowned. “It’ll help.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She timidly wrapped her hand around his arm and smiled gratefully. He must’ve sensed her nerves. It was sweet of him to shield her from the attention. 
 
    “Anything to make them believe we’re a real couple, right?” He glanced down at her, his expression all business.  
 
    “Of course.” Her heart stuttered for a beat, reprimanding her silly thoughts.  
 
    This was a business deal, after all. He wasn’t being sweet. He was hamming it up for the cameras. It made sense. But that didn’t take the sour taste of disappointment out of her mouth. 
 
    More fans screamed her name as they lingered at the club door. Angela and a few members of the crew stood behind them, eager to get inside and start dancing. One persistent camera man called out a shrill “Where’s Vance?” before they entered the cool, dark lobby. Alaric bent down to whisper in her ear as they walked forward. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me anything about this Vance?” he asked, standing altogether too close to her for comfort. “That’s not the first time I’ve heard his name.” 
 
    “And it probably won’t be the last,” Georgia sighed, pulling away just enough so that she could think clearly. “He’s my ex.” 
 
    A crease formed between his eyes. “The one who betrayed you? You told me about him during our online chats, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, that ex.” She busied herself with straightening her black lacy top to hide the emotion in her eyes. “Except, what I left out is that Vance is also an up-and-comer on the music charts. His hit, I wanna take you, just hit number one. We met on the live singing contest that catapulted my career. I thought it was love. Turns out, it was purely for publicity. He didn’t want me. He wanted the fame and to ride on my tailcoats.” 
 
    She choked off her words, unsure why she was still being so forthcoming with Alaric. They’d established that their online relationship was over. He wasn’t her confidante: he was her means to an end. She had to get that straight. 
 
    Looking up, she saw Alaric gazing at her with an impassive expression. His dark eyes searched her face, as if he were unsure how to react to her sudden burst of honesty. A shout behind them from the crew members made him jolt and he blinked hard before giving her a deep frown.  
 
    “Well, if it helps,” he said, leaning down closer to her once again, “I think Vance is an idiot.” 
 
    An unbidden smile formed on her lips. She mouthed her thanks to him as Angela grabbed her arm and tugged her deeper into the club. Red lights flashed overhead on the exposed wooden beams and corrugated steel ceiling. The darkened room opened up into a massive space with a dark wooden dance floor and glass tables sporadically placed around the outer perimeter. A dark stained curved bar stood on one side of the room and a stage with a DJ on the other. The room pulsated with bodies and a heavy beat.  
 
    “Come on, let’s dance,” Angela squealed in her ear. “The boys can watch.” 
 
    All at once, Georgia felt overwhelmed. She was used to dealing with crowds and loud music, but this was too much. 
 
    “I think I need a water,” she said, slipping her arm out of Angela’s grip. “I’ll join you in a minute.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.”  
 
    Already, Angela had migrated toward the massive crowd, her blonde head bobbing to the beat. She had no problem integrating herself with strangers. She’d probably make five new best friends by the time the night was out.  
 
    Georgia admired that about her. Despite the confidence tutor and how far she’d come since high school, she still wasn’t someone who could pull something like that off. She blamed it on her simple Midwestern roots.   
 
    “Want to find a table?” Alaric asked, standing slightly behind her. 
 
    She nodded. Maybe, she could just sit this one out.  
 
    “I think I see one there.”  
 
    He pointed to the other side of the room where a round glass table had just been vacated. Placing a hand on her lower back, he confidently guided her through the crowd. His warm touch through her thin blouse unnerved her. Georgia slipped into the curved booth seats with black leather upholstery and sighed in relief at the space she’d put between them.  
 
    Alaric was taking his job seriously. Every move, every touch, was exactly what the paparazzi would expect of someone in a new relationship. She wasn’t sure how he kept so calm. She felt like a bundle of nerves, ready to explode at any minute. And just as she was beginning to calm down, he slid into the booth next to her until not an inch divided them. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. She could feel him gazing at the side of her face and her pink cheeks. “Are we moving too fast? Because I can pull back a bit, if that’ll make you more comfortable.” 
 
    It was as if he’d read her mind. She licked her lips and stared off into the crowd, willing her silly head to get a grip. This was a million times better than dating some stranger off the internet. She and Alaric had a deal. An end date. If she didn’t pull herself together, she’d give up the game. No fan would believe this romance was real.   
 
    “No, I’m fine.” She gave him a quick smile and ran her eyes appreciatively over his suit. He’d unbuttoned the top few buttons on his shirt in the town car, but hadn’t given up the rest of the business attire. It was kind of endearing. “I’m just nervous.” 
 
    “Me, too.” He sat back and rested an arm behind her on the top of the bench.  
 
    She arched an eyebrow at him, not believing that lie for a second. 
 
    “What?” Alaric’s dark eyes opened wide, his jaw flexing. “I am.” 
 
    “Sure, whatever you say, Mister Confident.”  
 
    A glint of flashing light from the crowd stole her attention. A man stood about twenty feet away, cradling a fancy black camera with a large lens. He was painfully thin, with hollow cheeks and a long dark ponytail pulled over one shoulder. There was a steely look in his eyes as he pretended to innocently survey the room.  
 
    He was a paparazzi if she’d ever seen one and he had his lens pointed straight at them. Technically, they weren’t allowed in the club, but that didn’t mean one or two didn’t sneak by undetected occasionally. 
 
    If she wanted this relationship to be believable, she needed to give it her all. No more holding back. 
 
    It was showtime.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    “Are you ready?” Georgia mumbled out of the corner of her mouth. She climbed onto her knees on the bench and turned toward Alaric. Time to impress the public.  
 
    Confusion clouded his face. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We’ve got an audience.” She tilted her head slightly in the camera’s direction.  
 
    He flicked his gaze over and back, understanding filling his eyes. “Oh, yes, I see what you mean.” 
 
    “Just follow my lead,” she said, her heart thumping painfully.  
 
    She needed to channel Angela’s sexy, carefree vibe — which was totally opposite of anything within Georgia’s comfort levels. She knew what her friend would do in this situation and if she was going to do this, she needed to commit. Now was her chance.  
 
    Georgia leaned into Alaric’s right shoulder, giggling as if he’d just said something incredibly funny and charming, hoping the world couldn’t hear the nervousness in her voice. Working her left hand to the back of his head, she combed gently through his hair. It was soft, like the faux fur on her favorite travel pillow. Alaric stiffened under her touch, his eyes widening like a deer in headlights. Georgia faked a giggle again and then trailed a single finger over his cheek and leaned in closer. 
 
    “Relax,” she whispered, getting a kick out of his sudden change in demeanor. So much for Mister Confident. “It’s all for the camera. Pretend I’m your girlfriend. Or, at the very least, pretend that you like me.” 
 
    She could see him gripping his knees tightly under the table. Out of the corner of her eye, the camera man clicked away.  
 
    “Come on, Alaric,” she whispered, growing desperate. This stiff act wasn’t working. “He’s never going to buy it if you don’t play along. We might as well kiss my contract goodbye and tell your board to stuff it.” 
 
    Suddenly, she felt herself being pulled into his lap by strong hands. She stifled a shriek and grabbed his shoulders to steady herself. Muscular arms wrapped around her waist.  
 
    Alaric pinned her with a cocky smile and a challenge in his eyes. “How’s this?” Running a hand through her hair, he tucked her wild curls behind her ear and pulled her closer to his solid chest. His warm breath tickled her neck as he nuzzled her and whispered in her ear. “Is that better? Or do I need to be more convincing?” 
 
    Georgia gulped. This was certainly a money shot for the cameraman, but every nerve ending in her body screamed from the close contact with Alaric. His masculine cologne filled her head, making it hard to think. Why did he have to smell so good? His breath on her neck sent shivers cascading down her spine, while his arms surrounding her waist gave her an odd sort of comforting feeling. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to dart away into the crowd or melt into his embrace. It was all too confusing.  
 
    “All right, you two, stop canoodling in public.” Angela plopped into the seat across from them and set down a tray of drinks. She slid a water over to Georgia with an evil grin on her face. “I think you could use some cooling off, my dear.” 
 
    Georgia nodded gratefully and snatched the water glass from the table. She gulped it down in a few swallows, feeling her cheeks burn bright red. Alaric still had his arms wrapped snugly around her waist, as if he wasn’t letting her go anytime soon.  
 
    “Beer for you?” Angela asked, offering Alaric an amber colored drink. 
 
    He shook his head and Georgia could hear him swallow hard. “Not for me. I don’t drink anymore. Alcohol and me don’t mix very well.” 
 
    Georgia didn’t have much time to wonder what Alaric had meant by that statement. A man with spiked blond hair and a black shirt slid into the chair next to Angela. He had a barbed wire tattoo around his bicep and a chunky silver watch hanging from his wrist. His neck had to be thicker than Angela’s thigh. His chest strained against the t-shirt, as if it were two sizes too small. 
 
    “This is Leif,” Angela said, biting her lip and giving him a sexy smile. “He’s a celebrity trainer with a condo downtown and has two bulldogs named Moose and Mouse. We met on the dance floor.” 
 
    Georgia held back a teasing smile. Leif looked exactly like Angela’s type. A bad boy for a good time. He wouldn’t call her in the morning. And she wouldn’t expect it. 
 
    “Alaric Hammond,” Leif exclaimed, his brown eyes widening as he stared across the table. “Dude, we were beginning to think you’d died. It’s been ages.” 
 
    Georgia felt Alaric’s arms stiffen. She snuck a gaze at him out of the corner of her eye and winced at the harsh expression there. What had Leif done to deserve such a reaction? 
 
    “I’ve been busy,” Alaric answered, his voice dangerously low. “My company’s board has been really putting pressure on me this last year.” 
 
    “You mean, they made you clean up your act,” Leif replied loudly, pounding the table and chuckling. “Couldn’t let the CEO of their business have too much fun, now could they?” 
 
    “If that’s what you call fun…” Alaric turned his head away to stare at the crowd. 
 
    His cold attitude seemed to have no effect on Angela’s new friend. Leif chuckled again and turned to the ladies. “I tell you, this man was a legend. No one could keep up with him. Different club every night and with a different lady every night. How he kept it up, was anybody’s guess. But I guess when you’re a billionaire, you can afford to party like there’s no tomorrow.” 
 
    Georgia felt an unpleasant jolt go through her that felt strangely like jealousy. She hadn’t taken Alaric Hammond to be a player, but his friend seemed to think differently. All the things she thought she knew about him were slowly unraveling. So much for the kind, caring man she thought she’d connected with online.   
 
    But she couldn’t be jealous. This was fake, after all. She wasn’t really his girlfriend. Alaric was free to do what he wanted on his own time, even if it made her want to shrivel up and hide in the girls’ bathroom. 
 
    “That was a lifetime ago.” Alaric’s deep growl reverberated in his chest. “I’m a different person now.” 
 
    “Yeah, or should we say, less of a person?” Leif grinned, showing off his snaggletooth. “I heard you left part of yourself behind in that motorcycle accident. Come on, don’t be shy. Show the ladies your battle wound. Chicks dig scars.” 
 
    The hostile silence that blanketed the table made it hard for Georgia to breathe. Despite her better judgment, she dared to look into Alaric’s face. Storm clouds brewed in his dark eyes and dangerous tension showed in the muscles along his jaw. He stared at Leif as if he’d like nothing better than to punch him in his snaggle-toothed mouth.  
 
    “Alaric?” Georgia squeezed his arm, hoping to bring him back to Earth. “Are you okay?”  
 
    His eyes flicked to hers and instead of rage, she saw shame and regret reflected in the dark pools of his irises. He lifted her from his lap and quickly set her back on the seat beside him. 
 
    “Excuse me,” he grumbled, his gaze glued to the floor. “It’s too loud in here. I think I need some air.” 
 
    He was gone before she could open her mouth to protest. All the while, Leif’s clueless laughter scraped against her ear drums as he changed the subject to Angela’s tattoos. Georgia tilted her head, staring into the crowd where Alaric had disappeared. 
 
    What had that been about? 
 
    � 
 
    Alaric burst into the cool evening air behind the club, the sweat along his neck instantly evaporating. He kicked at a metal dumpster and let loose a string of curses, imagining the dumpster to be Leif’s face. He’d been stupid to think he could slink back into this way of life without anyone from his past noticing.  
 
    All the work he’d done to separate himself from that party-boy lifestyle had gone up in flames in one evening. Now, the tabloids had pictures of him entering a club with another celebrity. What had he been thinking? That he could be different and take charge of his destiny? That the booze and wild times wouldn’t suck him back in like quicksand? 
 
    He was a fool. 
 
    The door to the club opened behind him and he swung around to see Georgia’s slim outline walking toward him. She’d donned a black blouse and sleek pleather pants with chunky red heels before they went out tonight. It was hard to keep his eyes off her. Even harder to keep his hands off her once they’d started playing it up for the cameras.  
 
    Alaric flushed thinking about her sitting on his lap, the soft floral scent of her hair, and the chills it gave him to touch her smooth skin. She was unbelievably sexy and exuding the kind of confidence that made him crazy. He was playing with fire, that was for sure.   
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked, taking a step toward him. Placing a hand on her hip, she cocked her head to one side and frowned. “You left our table awfully fast.” 
 
    “I wasn’t a big fan of the company.” Alaric spit out the words. “That muscle-head doesn’t know what he’s talking about.” 
 
    “Yeah…” She pierced him with her green eyes and her lips parted slightly. “Well, if Leif doesn’t know what he’s talking about, then maybe you can explain it to me. What accident was he talking about?” 
 
    He curled his hands into tight fists and walked a few more feet down the darkened alley. It wasn’t like this was some international secret. If she took a few seconds to search his name on the Internet, there was no doubt she’d come up with a dozen or so articles describing, in finite detail, his life’s biggest mistake. It was better if it came from him. Especially, if they were going to be spending a lot of time together for the next few weeks. 
 
    “This used to be my life,” he said, pointing at the club. A tiny part of his soul ached. He wasn’t sure if it was from longing for the good old days or from shame. “When I moved to the West Coast to take my business to the next level, it sucked me in. Getting drunk every night with people I barely knew. People who didn’t really care about me. I started doing stupid things. I didn’t see how wrong it was until it was too late.” 
 
    He pressed his lips together, knowing that when he uttered the words on his tongue, he could never take them back. How would Georgia look at him again? Would she end their deal? He’d been on thin ice with his board ever since the accident. They’d surely fire him if this deal crumbled and he didn’t keep their stock prices up.  
 
    But he wouldn’t lie to her. That was the old Alaric Hammond. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Georgia stepped into the light cast by a nearby flickering sconce. Her eyes flashed with questions. “You can tell me.” 
 
    “Let’s just say, I shouldn’t have been driving that night.” Alaric kicked at the ground and sucked in his cheeks. Memories weighed heavily on his mind. “Two years ago, I left a club like this one on my motorcycle. The roads were slick from a recent rain. I was swerving through traffic and lost control. My bike went down. The young family in the van behind me tried to swerve, but we both went into the ditch.” 
 
    Georgia inhaled sharply and put a hand to her mouth. “Was everyone all right?” 
 
    “I could’ve killed somebody that night, but only by some crazy miracle everyone survived.” Alaric’s nostrils flared and he looked down at his leg. “The van rolled over my foot, pinning me. I nearly bled out in that ditch. Somehow, they got me free and saved my life, but the doctors couldn’t save my leg. So here I am, less of a man than I used to be.” 
 
    He pulled up his pant leg enough to flash the black graphite metal prosthesis. It was the very best money could buy. Light and flexible. Easy to move around in. But still a reminder that he’d nearly killed an innocent family that night because of his selfishness.  
 
    He hadn’t even done time, although he’d certainly deserved to be locked up. His company’s lawyers had come to the rescue and gotten him off with community service and a harsh warning. The justice system was a joke.  
 
    “That’s why you called yourself Metal Man on the matchmaking app.” Georgia took a step closer, the light glinting off her shiny hair. She looked up at him with wide eyes. “It all makes sense now.” 
 
    “Bingo,” he answered bitterly. Georgia Weber was no flake. He could already see that. If she was as smart as she seemed, she’d drop him here and now. She didn’t need that for her reputation. “I suppose our deal is off?” 
 
    “Deal?” She tilted her head as if she didn’t understand him. 
 
    “You’re free to dump me. I know we didn’t really come up with an out clause, but I’m pretty sure this qualifies as a legitimate reason to ditch the business deal. No hard feelings.” 
 
    If there was ever a moment he’d craved a drink since his accident, it was now. There was nothing quite like the dulling of alcohol on one’s disappointments. He buried his hands in his pockets, determined not to give in. He’d given that up and he wasn’t going back. 
 
    “Alaric, I’ve known you since high school,” Georgia said, drawing his gaze. A soft smile played on her lips. “And I don’t see any less of a man standing before me. In fact, it sounds like you’re a better man than the one who caused that accident so long ago. I’m not letting you out of our deal and that’s final.” 
 
    The tension in his jaw melted away and he was left staring at her, wondering if he’d totally misjudged Georgia Weber.  
 
    “Now, come on.” She walked confidently toward him and reached for his hand, interlacing her fingers with his. His skin burned under her touch, yet he didn’t pull away. “We don’t have to stay here any longer, but we do have to leave together if we want the paparazzi to believe us. Let’s ditch this place.” 
 
    His hand tightened around hers, a grin slowly curling his lips. “That’s the best idea I’ve heard all night.” 
 
    “Good.” She pulled him toward the door and sent him a dazzling smile that made his stomach jolt. “Because, I’m more of a late-night coffeehouse kind of gal. I think I saw one down the block.” 
 
    He hesitated for only a second, his head spinning. This wasn’t how he’d expected her to react to the news. He half wondered if he was making this all up in his head. But then she tugged on his hand again and his legs moved of their own accord, following her back into the club. 
 
    Maybe this deal would work after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Georgia bit her lower lip and stole a glance at Alaric’s serene face. His eyes were closed, his dark lashes resting against his sharp cheek bones. A soft, low breath escaped his parted lips as his chest rose and fell. A scruffy layer of stubble had grown overnight across his jaw. She had the sudden desire to run her fingers over it.  
 
    She couldn’t believe that Alaric Hammond was sleeping next to her. If someone in high school had told her this would happen one day in the future, she would’ve told them they were crazy.  
 
    “Girl, you’re drooling,” Angela whispered in her ear with a snicker as she passed by on her way to the airplane lavatory.  
 
    She pressed her lips together and felt the blood rush to her cheeks. Readjusting her ear buds, she leaned back into her plush first-class seat and tried to focus on her music. They were almost to New York City. Georgia was scheduled to appear on the popular morning show, Tomorrow’s News, in preparation for the release of her new album, and then there were award shows and all sorts of public appearances to make.  
 
    It had been her publicist’s idea to bring Alaric along for the entire week. She was loving the tabloid coverage of Gigi Weber with her new bad-boy billionaire. Georgia had never seen Sally look so happy. Subscriptions were at an all-time high on Spark and it was all pointing toward a stellar album release. Life couldn’t get much better for the team. 
 
    Of course, that was all thanks to the man snoozing next to her. It had been his idea to run with this deal. And it had been his honesty four nights ago in the alleyway behind the club that had cemented into Georgia’s mind just how important this deal was to both of them.  
 
    Alaric had made a big mistake in his past and he’d paid plenty for it. If she could help him get back into the good graces of his company, she’d gladly do it.  
 
    And spending time with him wasn’t turning out to be so bad, after all. They’d talked on their coffee date for hours, catching up on life since high school, until the staff had to shoo them out. It had almost felt like a real date.  
 
    Georgia liked getting to know the real Alaric. She was starting to see glimpses of the man she’d connected with online. He had a maddeningly cocky streak to him, but there was also a sensitive man below the cold business exterior. Someone who desired to be better. To give back to the world. It made her almost wish this relationship was real. That every touch, every glance wasn’t motivated by a contract.  
 
    Alaric shifted in his seat, drawing her attention once again. He opened his dark brown eyes and gazed sleepily at her, stretching his muscular arms high above his head. “Are we there yet?” 
 
    She popped a headphone out of her ear and nodded. “Almost. I can’t believe you slept this entire flight. I can’t seem to get comfortable enough to rest on these things.” 
 
    “It’s a rare talent.” He gave her a dashing smile that made her heart flutter. “When my business was just getting off the ground, I was flying all over the world every week. Had to take sleep where I could get it.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to work for me. Thankfully, I’ve got my makeup artist to hide the lack of sleep,” she replied, tugging on the dark circles under her eyes.  
 
    “Yes, I suppose that’s a benefit to being a woman.”  
 
    He smiled again and looked past her, his eyebrows raising. Georgia turned to see what had caught his attention. Sally stared at them over her phone, a calculating look on her face. Alaric reached over and placed his hand on top of Georgia’s, rubbing the pad of his thumb in lazy circles on her palm. She gulped at the sudden contact, feeling her face burn bright red.  
 
    “I think your publicist is in love with me,” he whispered into her ear, his breath warm on her neck. “She won’t stop staring.” 
 
    “Either that, or she’s in love with the money you’re making her,” she muttered back. “She’s seeing dollar signs. I think she’s convinced I got this interview on Tomorrow’s News because of you.” 
 
    “It can’t be because of her utterly gorgeous and talented client, now can it?” he asked with a soft chuckle. “No, I think you earned that interview by yourself.” 
 
    Georgia ducked her head, her heart pounding. Did he really think those things, or was this all a part of the fake relationship? It was starting to become difficult to separate fact from fiction. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to let her heart get swept up in the process. 
 
    “Let’s call it a group effort.” She pulled her hand out from under Alaric’s and moved to put her ear buds back in her ear. The tingly feeling on her palm lingered. “Wake me up when we land, will you? I think I’m going to try and catch a few z’s.” 
 
    She knew he was watching her, but she closed her eyes and leaned back in the plush seat and stretched her legs out. Time to shut out the world. 
 
    And give her heart a good talking to.  
 
    � 
 
    Alaric watched from the green room as Georgia appeared on the TV screen in front of him. She was chatting with the two hosts of Tomorrow’s News, sitting on a stool with her legs crossed in a short black skirt and fishnet tights. They were complimenting her on her newest album and prodding her for information about her love life.  
 
    Georgia folded her lips in and smiled mysteriously at them, raising the tension in the room. Alaric couldn’t help but admire her cool, confident presence. She didn’t sweat under pressure. He wouldn’t be surprised if she had the whole nation eating out of the palm of her hand. 
 
    She certainly had that way with people. 
 
    The door to his right burst open at that moment and in sauntered a young man with tight light-denim jeans, a baggy blue sweatshirt, and a pair of expensive tennis shoes. His blond hair had been buzzed all the way down to his scalp. He stopped when he saw Alaric, recognition flashing in his blue eyes. 
 
    “Gigi brought the boy-toy, did she?” he asked, running his tongue over his front teeth and giving Alaric a cocky smile. “Couldn’t bear to leave you at home alone?” 
 
    Alaric narrowed his eyes at the intruder. There was something familiar about the guy, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. “Excuse me? Do I know you?” 
 
    “Vance,” he said, shoving his hand out of the sleeve of his sweatshirt to shake. There were tattooed letters on each of his fingers that Alaric couldn’t quite make out. “The ex. But I suppose, you already knew that. I’m on in the next hour. My new album is selling like hotcakes.” 
 
    Alaric pursed his lips, realizing now why this man looked so familiar. This was Georgia’s ex-boyfriend, a rising music star and obviously the punk who had wronged her. He deserved nothing but a swift kick to the shins. 
 
    “Alaric Hammond,” he said, ignoring the extended hand and turning back to the TV.  
 
    Georgia was just beginning to sing her latest hit, her band backing her up. When she played her guitar and the lights lowered, anyone with brains could tell she was totally within her element. She had a natural glow to her. Her voice rang out clear and her fingers glided down the neck of her guitar with ease. Alaric stared at the picture, his heart thrumming with the tiniest hint of pride.  
 
    It might’ve been a fake relationship, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t admire his fake girlfriend’s real talent. To think, the girl sitting behind him in anatomy class was a superstar in the making. He’d certainly noticed her.  
 
    How could he not? Even in high school, she had been beautiful. But she’d also been achingly shy. The one time he’d approached her in class to borrow a glass slide, she’d practically threw it at him and then ran in the other direction. He wasn’t a dumb jock. He could tell when a girl wasn’t interested.  
 
    “She’s really something, isn’t she?” Vance’s mocking tone came from behind him. Alaric turned to see him perched on the armrest of the green flannel couch, a crooked grin on his square jaw. His pale blue eyes looked up at him. “All that passion in one tight, little package. She was a mouse when I met her. I taught her to let loose. Live a little. You can thank me for that.” 
 
    Alaric’s chest rose in an angry breath. He wanted nothing more than to drive his fist into Vance’s perfectly white veneers, but he kept his fist clenched at his side. That was the exact opposite of what his board wanted him to do. An infraction like that, and he’d be outed from his own company. He had to keep control. 
 
    “You’re rich, right?” Vance rolled his head and stretched out his arms. “It’s not that hard to tell. You’ve got that—” he gestured at Alaric, sweeping over his whole body “— rich snooty vibe. I think it’s the way you hold yourself all stiff. Normal people don’t stand like that. The twenty-thousand dollar watch is kind of the cherry on top of it all.” 
 
    Alaric shrugged and covered the watch with his hand, a deep frown forming on his lips. What had Georgia seen in this jerk? He lacked basic civil manners. The watch had been an impulse buy, back when he was insecure about himself and what he was trying to accomplish in his business. At the time, he’d imagined the watch would give him the courage he needed to take on his board. Now, he wore it simply out of habit. 
 
    “I guess Gigi really does like to go after the up-and-comers,” Vance continued, biting his tongue and grinning. “Good thing I split when I did. Gold diggers aren’t really my style.” 
 
    Anger constricted his throat until he could hardly breathe. He pointed his finger at the snotty little pop star and kept his voice low. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. I’d suggest you spread your slime elsewhere. I’m not interested.” 
 
    Vance burst into laughter and held his hands up in surrender. He stood from the couch, tugging on the front of his sweatshirt, and sauntered toward the door. “Dude, I was just trying to warn you. From one bro to another.” 
 
    “I’m not your bro.” Alaric’s upper lip curled into a snarl.  
 
    “Whatever you say,” Vance shot back. He had one hand on the door as it swung open. “But don’t blame me if she drops you and comes crawling back. She never could get over me. I’m her first love. Chicks don’t forget that.” 
 
    His ears burned with anger, despite the dropping sensation in his stomach. He wasn’t sure why Vance was getting to him. He was just a punk. Still, the pop star’s warning had left a bad taste in his mouth.  
 
    Georgia did still seem to carry a lot of hurt from their failed relationship. Was that because she was still in love with the creep? He couldn’t know. He’d never been in love himself. Did love like that ever truly die?  
 
    And better yet — why did he even care? 
 
    Georgia came bursting through the door at that moment, her cheeks flushed with excitement and a grin on her face. She didn’t see Vance. Instead, she sprinted up to Alaric and grabbed his hands. 
 
    “Did you see that? Did you see it? We rocked that performance.” 
 
    All the tension melted from Alaric’s shoulders. He gazed down at Georgia’s beaming face, his pulse racing at the feel of her hands in his. “You guys were great. America is going to fall in love with you all over again.” 
 
    Her sparkling green eyes searched his face for a moment, her lips parting slightly. He had the strongest desire to run his fingertips over the cupid’s bow of her mouth and feel the softness of her skin. Heat blossomed in his stomach, begging him to lean down and close the distance between them with his lips.  
 
    “Good to see you again, Gigi.”  
 
    Shock crossed Georgia’s face and she spun to see Vance posing near the door, a slight grin tugging at his lips.  
 
    He worked his jaw and winked. “You’re looking good.” 
 
    “Vance,” she replied breathlessly. Alaric could feel her body stiffen as she stepped back against his chest. “Good to see you, too. Have you met…?” She gestured over her shoulder, her voice trailing off. 
 
    “Your boyfriend?” Vance broke into a toothy grin. “Of course. We’re best buds now, aren’t we fella?” 
 
    “Best of friends,” Alaric said coolly, running his hands up Georgia’s arms and squeezing her shoulders. He wished he could comfort her. That he could kick Vance from the room and tell her she deserved better. “Vance was just leaving.” 
 
    “I’ll see you two kids at the Marina Music Awards,” he said with a deep chuckle, making his way out the door. Pausing, he sent Georgia a pointed look. “You really do look great, Gigi.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she replied in a low mumble.  
 
    A shudder went through her. Alaric swallowed hard, hoping she wasn’t thinking about getting back together with that tool. He might not have been the best judge of character, but he knew that guy was no winner.  
 
    “Forget him,” he said, leaning down to whisper in her ear. He felt another shudder go through her. “You can do so much better than him.” 
 
    A soft sigh sounded from her lips. She stared at the empty space Vance had once possessed, but her hand found its way to Alaric’s left hand and squeezed.  
 
    “There’s no one around, Alaric,” she said, looking up over her shoulder at him. Her long lashes brushed against her skin. “You can stop pretending.” 
 
    He dropped his hands, feeling a stinging sensation in his chest. Of course, the rules. He’d agreed to no physical contact in private. She’d been very clear about that. She didn’t want him near her. Not if it didn’t serve a purpose. 
 
    “Understood.” He swallowed down the bitter taste of disappointment and tried to steady his voice. “Save it for the awards show, right?” 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    She turned to look at him, confusion crossing her face for a moment. But that dissolved as soon as her band came rushing into the green room, yelling and hugging. Georgia joined in the merriment, gushing over the interview and the performance, while Alaric took a step back. He allowed himself to watch her, willing the wave of unsettling feelings to wash away.  
 
    It was clear that Georgia didn’t need a boyfriend. She needed an uncomplicated business arrangement. That was all. 
 
    He was just a means to an end.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    “You will smile for all the cameras. Closed-mouth smiles only. This isn’t a school picture. I need a suave, sophisticated woman at the award show.” 
 
    Georgia slumped in her hotel suite’s armchair and glanced at the screen of her phone as Sally paced in front of her, beginning an assault on proper behavior for the Marina Music Awards show tomorrow night. It had been exactly forty-three minutes since Sally had pulled her from bed, requesting a girl-to-girl chat. She wished she’d listened to her gut instead, and hid beneath the plush hotel comforter.    
 
    When Sally got on a roll, there was no stopping her. The tiny little blue vein popping out on her temple was a sure sign that this lecture still had miles to go before Georgia was a free woman again. 
 
    The door to the suite opened up and in walked a few members of the crew, followed by Alaric. Georgia sat up straighter in her chair, wishing she’d done something with her hair other than throw it up into a messy bun. Then, she remembered she was still wearing her Hello Kitty pink flannel pajamas, so she slunk back down with her cheeks burning. 
 
    Alaric looked unbelievably handsome for this early morning hour. It wasn’t fair. He’d gone down to get a few laps in the hotel’s pool and then took a shower. His hair was still wet and swept to one side in an effortlessly cool style. The white t-shirt clinging to his damp abdomen left little to the imagination about the state of his chiseled torso.  
 
    His eyes took in Sally and then flicked to Georgia. He’d been around Sally enough this past week and a half to know a lecture when he saw one. A knowing, sympathetic smile tugged at his lips and he went to help himself to the tray of breakfast pastries the hotel had just sent up. 
 
    “Are you listening to a word I’m saying?” Sally asked, snapping Georgia’s attention back to her. “If you run into Beyoncé or Lady Gaga at the awards tomorrow night, I want you to be thinking about future collaborations. Plant the seed in their minds. Something like that would go a long way toward legitimizing your long-term career.” 
 
    Georgia nodded dutifully and tried her best to listen to Sally’s advice. After all, despite the cold outer shell, she only had her best interests at heart. If Georgia had a career, Sally had a job. They all did. 
 
    “Cream cheese danish?” a low voice whispered at her side. “You’d better take in sustenance. I don’t see an end in sight to this lecture.” 
 
    Sally began to pace again, getting into a lecture about how they should approach other celebrities on the carpet. Georgia turned her head just enough to see Alaric kneeling next to her chair, holding out a pastry on a dainty plate. She felt her stomach do a little flip as the scent of his shampoo wafted over her — strong, masculine, and slightly minty.  
 
    “Thank you, I’m starving,” she mouthed, taking the plate from his hand. 
 
    Their fingers brushed and a tingle went up her arm. He smiled at her, his eyes crinkling into a soft expression, and once again she was thankful he’d come along for this trip. The affection he showed her might all be part of the business deal, but she couldn’t deny that she enjoyed the attention.  
 
    The breakup with Vance had placed a barrier around her heart and she had been unsure if she’d ever be able to trust another man again. But spending time with Alaric had shown her she wasn’t permanently broken. He was solid. Not a person who made her constantly question her sanity. There were good guys out there and someday, she might even find one. There was hope for the future.  
 
    Even if it wasn’t with Alaric.  
 
    “No carbs before a red carpet event,” Sally screeched, snatching the pastry plate from Georgia’s hands. She tossed it in a nearby waste bucket and grabbed a low-carb food bar from her purse, shoving it into Georgia’s hands. “Eat this and you’ll actually fit into your dress. You’ll thank me later.” 
 
    Georgia resisted glaring at the woman and instead slowly unwrapped the bar and took a bite. The subtle taste of cardboard wrapped in a thin layer of flaky chocolate filled her mouth, accompanied by a dusty wave of de-fatted peanut powder. Her face contorted with dislike and Alaric chuckled next to her. She turned to glare at him as he slowly raised his own danish to his mouth and took a sensual bite, closing his eyes and humming with pleasure.  
 
    Something inside of her burst, filling her torso with the fluttering of a million little butterfly wings. She stared at his lips, wishing for one second she could lean forward and kiss the little spot of frosting off the corner of his mouth. He opened his eyes to see her watching him and winked, brushing away the frosting with the pad of his thumb. 
 
    “Want to get out of here?” he whispered.  
 
    She nodded her head so hard, she was sure he could hear her brain rattling.  
 
    “I’ve got an idea.” The left side of his mouth curved into a confident grin. “Play along, okay?” 
 
    He stood and set his jaw firmly into a serious frown. Sally had just ended her session on celebrities and had transitioned into the after-party situation. She paused when she saw Alaric looking at her expectantly. 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “Sally, if you don’t mind, I’d like to take Georgia along to a brunch date my secretary scheduled for me while I’m here in New York.” He tilted his head slowly to one side, confidence cascading off his broad shoulders. “I hate to interrupt your important meeting, but I’m afraid it’s in an hour and the Kennedys don’t like to wait for anyone.” 
 
    Sally’s dark penciled eyes widened to the size of dish plates. “Did you say…the Kennedys?” 
 
    “Yes.” He shrugged, as if he dined with the famous family every week. “They’ve been dying to meet her. I’d hate to disappoint them.” 
 
    Dollar signs practically flashed across Sally’s forehead. She nodded mutely and then gestured wildly for Georgia to get up.  
 
    “Why are you still wearing your pajamas?” she demanded, her voice reaching a higher decibel than normal. “And where’s Loraine? I swear, that makeup artist is never where she’s supposed to be…” 
 
    As Sally led her into the bedroom, Georgia looked over her shoulder and spotted Alaric clutching his stomach, his face red with laughter. She grinned, knowing all too well there was no brunch. Alaric had set into motion the perfect escape plan.  
 
    The day was theirs.  
 
    � 
 
    “Do you have any idea how much trouble I’m going to get into when Sally figures out this was all a ruse?” 
 
    Georgia leaned back against the leather seats of the Lamborghini convertible and grinned happily, her giant sunglasses hiding half of her face. The wind from the road whipped around her and threw stray curls into the air. The soft white silk fringe from her dress fluttered wildly, as if she were an angel in flight. It was a mesmerizing sight.  
 
    Alaric tightened his grip on the steering wheel, willing himself to pay attention to traffic and not get distracted by the heavenly sight beside him. When he’d seen her sitting in that hotel chair early this morning with her arms wrapped around her knees and a devastatingly cute pout on her face, he couldn’t help but come to the rescue. He knew exactly what she needed. His secretary had rented the car for him at the last minute that morning and they were almost to their destination.  
 
    “She’ll never know,” he said, throwing her a sideways grin. “And if she does, blame it on the Kennedys. She can’t exactly chew them out for not showing up to our brunch date.” 
 
    She smiled and bit her bottom lip, leaning toward the windshield to get a better look at the marina that appeared before them. “Is that where we’re going?” 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    Alaric pushed the engine a little harder and sped down the last bit of road before turning toward Chelsea Piers. He thanked his lucky stars that he’d recently had his boat moved here. It would be the perfect escape for them both. No screaming fans, no annoying paparazzi, and no lecturing publicists. Just the water and the warm August sun beaming above them. 
 
    The Hudson River winked at them from between the piers. Several sail boats had already made their way out onto the water, their brilliant white sails snapping in the breeze like flags. Alaric pulled the Lamborghini into the valet parking on Pier 59 and tossed the keys to the young man waiting for him. He snatched a black duffle bag from under the front hood and by the time he’d rounded the car, Georgia stood alongside the curb, watching him with an amused smile.  
 
    “Now what, Mr. Mysterious?” She peered over the top of her glasses at him, a crooked smile on her face. “Are you taking me fishing?” 
 
    “If that’s what you want to do.” He suppressed a smile and offered her his arm before he could think twice.  
 
    When she linked her arm through his, heat burst in his stomach. This was beginning to feel too much like a real relationship. There weren’t even any cameras around. They had no one to impress. So why couldn’t he keep his eyes off of her? 
 
    “We have to head to the Marina,” he said, trying his best to keep his voice low and steady. No need to let her know of his inner struggle.  
 
    “More and more mysterious.” She pushed her glasses back up her nose and pulled him forward. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They arrived at the Marina arm-in-arm and Alaric led them both down a wooden pier lined by boats of all sizes. There were elegant sail boats with masts that reached toward the brilliant blue sky and stream-lined yachts with their own full crew and staff. Alaric took her down to the end where a modest-sized yacht floated next to the pier.  
 
    It might not have been the biggest ship on the Hudson, but it had the elegance to make up for it with an exotic wooden deck, gold and silver trim, a built-in bar, and plenty of room inside to host a sizeable party. It used to be Alaric’s pride and joy. His sign that he’d made it in the world. He couldn’t count how many parties he’d thrown on it before the day his life had crashed down on him.  
 
    As of lately, it’d stood empty as a reminder of the lifestyle that could so easily suck him back in and destroy him. He’d almost sold it a million times. However, hearing Georgia gasp when he walked her up the plank was worth the dock fees he’d paid in the last year. 
 
    “Is this…?” She looked it over, running her hand along the smooth railing and the white fiberglass side. “Is this all yours?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” He frowned and hoped she didn’t find him pretentious. “It’s really not all that impressive.” 
 
    “You own a yacht,” she replied, ripping her sunglasses off. “How is that not impressive?”  
 
    He cringed. This had been a bad idea. Maybe he shouldn’t have taken her here.  
 
    Just as he was about to do an about-face and march her back onto the pier, his Captain appeared on the deck. Captain Finn was in his mid-sixties with a brilliant head and beard of white. He had a soft smile and eyes that crinkled with kindness. He’d been through the ringer with Alaric’s many parties, but had never once complained. Alaric approached him and shook his hand heartily, happy to see the old man again. 
 
    “How’s the family, Captain Finn?”  
 
    “Oh, they’re getting on,” he answered in a low, gravelly voice. His eyes filled with warmth. “We’ve got seven grandchildren now. The young’un was just born a month ago.” 
 
    Alaric nodded happily, making small talk with the Captain. All the while, Georgia did a circle of the yacht, taking in everything with her large, green eyes. Alaric watched her out of the corner of his eye, hoping she wasn’t judging him. If only he’d realized how pompous this would turn out to be. 
 
    “I see you brought a friend,” Captain Finn said, turning to smile at Georgia. “Glad to have you, missy.” 
 
    “This is Georgia Weber,” Alaric offered. Georgia looked up from inspecting the shiny brass portholes of the cabin. “Georgia, this is Captain Finn. He and the staff have kindly agreed last minute to take us out today.” 
 
    She shook his hand and beamed at him. “Thank you, Captain Finn. I’ve never been on a yacht before. My mom would just die. She loves the open water, but we’re from the Midwest, so the closest she usually gets is on a lake.” 
 
    Captain Finn chuckled and bowed his head slightly. “I’d be happy to take her out should she ever get the chance to visit. But for now, let’s get this vessel out on the open water. We don’t want to waste a beautiful day.” 
 
    Georgia nodded eagerly and the Captain began preparations to pull away. She frowned down at the fancy dress Sally had forced her to wear, disappointment flashing in her eyes.  
 
    “I wish I would’ve worn something a little more sea-worthy,” she said, looking back up at Alaric. He couldn’t help but notice the way her nose wrinkled when she frowned. It was cute.  
 
    “Got that covered.” He held out the black duffle to her and unzipped it. “I had Angela sneak your bathing suit out of your luggage while Sally was preoccupied with getting you ready. We’re all set.” 
 
    She glanced up at him, a funny smile on her face. After a long moment, she pulled her red bikini out of the bag and then looked him up and down. “Where’s your swimming suit?”  
 
    Alaric coughed. He hadn’t worn a swimming suit in public since before his accident and he was pretty sure she didn’t want to see him in it today.  
 
    “I think I’ll just stay in this,” he said, sweeping a hand over his khaki pants and shirt.  
 
    “Oh, no you don’t.” Georgia grabbed his hands and tugged him toward the inside of the ship. An ornery grin worked its way onto her face. “If I’m wearing this, you’re going to at least find yourself a pair of shorts. We both should get to enjoy the water and the sun.” 
 
    “But…” he stuttered a reply that was lost in the roar of the yacht’s engine as it came to life. 
 
    “No arguing.” She placed a finger over his mouth and her lips curled into a sensual smile that made his insides melt. “Either we both change or neither of us do. That’s the deal.” 
 
    His stomach churned with uncertainty. He really wanted Georgia to enjoy this day. He could tell it had been a while since she’d been able to let loose. Her music career had taken over her life.  
 
    But then again, the last thing he wanted to do was have his injury in full view. He was so used to hiding it that displaying it in front of a woman he happened to be fake dating seemed like a big mistake. She didn’t want to see that. 
 
    “Right now, mister.” Her eyes sparkled with humor, but there was a stubbornness behind them. “Don’t make me go tell the captain that you’re not cooperating with your guest. I’m pretty sure it’s a crime worthy of walking the plank.” 
 
    He sighed in defeat. If that’s how Georgia wanted this to go down, then he’d play along.  
 
    It was becoming more and more difficult to say no to that woman. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Georgia waited on the stern of the ship, sipping on the fruity concoction a staff member had given her. The bottom of her sheer swimsuit cover flapped in the warm breeze. Looking out upon the shoreline, she inhaled deeply and relished the heat of the sun on her face. She was pretty sure she’d never seen a more beautiful afternoon in New York.  
 
    The opportunity to spend it aboard Alaric’s luxurious yacht was just the cherry on top. It was becoming more and more obvious that business had been good to him. She didn’t remember his parents owning such luxuries. They had been a middle-class suburban type family, much like her own. His mom was a teller at the local bank and his dad sold used cars. Alaric must’ve really turned his grandfather’s clothing store into something wonderful to be able to afford all this. 
 
    “Ahem…” 
 
    She turned around at the deep clearing of a throat to see Alaric standing near the deck chairs. Georgia felt her cheeks warm as she took in the expanse of his bare muscular chest and tapered abdomen. He’d changed into a pair of navy blue board shorts with a white anchor pattern that hung dangerously low on his trim hips. She averted her eyes, afraid that if she stared any longer she was going to burst into flames. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you found yourself something to wear,” she said into the drink, willing her heart to slow down. “I didn’t want to be the only one enjoying the sun.” 
 
    She dared to look over at him again and found him staring at her legs. His gaze traveled up her body until they made eye contact again and she felt her heart leap into her throat. Surely, she hadn’t just caught him checking her out.  
 
    A disapproving frown formed on his lips and immediately those thoughts were crushed. He rubbed his hands together and grabbed onto the back of the chair he stood partially behind. “Feel free to lay out on the deck chairs. I’ll have someone bring you a towel.” 
 
    She cocked her head to one side, hearing the uncomfortable tone in his voice. It was then that she realized he was hiding behind the deck furniture, his legs blocked from sight. She set her drink on a nearby table and approached him slowly, her sandals clicking on the hard wooden deck.  
 
    “Surely, you’re not going to make me enjoy this day all by myself,” she said, giving him a soft smile.  
 
    He retreated around the chair as she approached, his smooth sculpted chest rising in a deep breath. “I’m not sure I’ll be much fun. I have to get some work done for my board. And then there’s this conference call…” 
 
    Georgia placed a hand on his arm and he froze. As she looked down at his feet, she could feel him tense. Her gaze drifted over his legs down to the black metal prosthetic of his right foot. Muscle and metal flowed together seamlessly just below his knee. The metal formed a gentle curve of a muscular calf and ankle down to a hinged joint and perfectly fashioned foot. There was nothing ugly or obscene about the sight. In fact, she’d be willing to bet that more money and design went into that metal leg than in the sexy, sleek car he’d driven them in to the pier.  
 
    “Come on, Metal Man, have a little fun,” she said, smiling back up at him.  
 
    The blood had drained from his face. His dark eyes searched hers, as if waiting for a sign of disgust. Her heart wanted to reach out to him — to smooth the worry lines from his forehead and tell him it didn’t matter to her. But that was assuming a lot out of Alaric, starting with the fact that he even cared what she thought.  
 
    Instead, her smile brightened and she tapped him lightly on the chest. “You got me out of work for the day. It’s only fair that I return the favor.” 
 
    Hesitation flashed in his eyes. She bit her bottom lip and squeezed his arm, hoping he saw her pure motivations. He had no reason to be nervous around her. They were already in a business deal that no one else knew about. He could trust her.  
 
    “Were you always this persuasive?” he asked, his lips forming a reluctant grin. “Or, is that new since high school?” 
 
    “That’s new.” She beamed at him and took his hand, leading him toward the part of the balcony currently draped in warm sunlight. They laid down in two reclining chairs next to each other and she turned on her side to face him. “You know, a lot’s changed since high school.” 
 
    “Yeah, you learned how to speak,” he replied, shooting her a crooked grin that made her heart skip. “I seem to remember you as the girl who would squeak whenever I came around. I’m glad to know you found your voice.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped and she swatted at his shoulder. “That’s not fair. I was a music geek and two years younger. You were the hot senior jock. You can’t blame me for not knowing how to talk to you.” 
 
    He turned to face her, his abs flexing with the movement. She tried to keep her eyes glued to his face, but that was proving more difficult than she’d imagined.  
 
    “You thought I was a hot senior jock? Georgia Weber, did you have a crush on me?” 
 
    She snapped her jaw closed and felt the blood rush to her cheeks. “No. Of course not. I mean, that was a long time ago. I’m not sure I even remember…” 
 
    The devious twinkle in his eyes said it all. He didn’t believe her. 
 
    “Well, it’s just too bad you never told me,” he said, flipping onto his stomach to let the rays warm his muscular back. “Because I thought you were pretty cute, too. Back then.” 
 
    Her stomach jolted and Georgia tried hard to hide the smile that cracked on her lips. Alaric Hammond had thought she was cute. If only she had known, then maybe… 
 
    No, that was wrong. Even if she’d known, she never would’ve been brave enough to approach him. The girl she was back then was worlds away from rock star Gigi Weber, who enthralled crowds with her music and bumped shoulders with celebrities. Still, that same old nervousness bubbled deep inside her stomach. She hadn’t lost it — she’d just learned to cover it up with makeup and confidence classes. 
 
    “I have to ask a question though,” Alaric said, bringing her back to planet Earth. He watched her with an amused expression. “It’s obvious why you liked me—” he chuckled softly at his own joke “—but what in the world could you have seen in that guy, Vance? Because, believe me, he doesn’t seem like much of a catch for anyone, let alone a woman like you.” 
 
    Georgia wasn’t sure how to respond to that. She leaned back in her chair, feeling mixed emotions wash over her. On one hand, her heart rejoiced that Alaric thought she was too good for him. On the other, just the very mention of Vance’s name made her want to suck down that sugary fruit drink she’d left on the table and wash it down with a handful of salty treats.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have pried,” Alaric said, sitting up and swinging his legs to the space between them. He placed his hand on hers and squeezed, sending thrills up her arms. “Forget I asked.” 
 
    She looked down at his large hand covering hers. There was something so innately comforting in that little gesture. With a deep breath, she smiled through her pain and sighed. 
 
    “He wasn’t always like that, you know. When we met, he was a struggling artist, just like me.” She looked up at Alaric, her eyes stinging. “We supported each other. Cheered each other on. He was sweet. When the singing competition became too much, he’d meet me at my hotel room door with ice cream and we’d just relax, letting our worries drift away. I thought it was love.” 
 
    Her throat tightened. It was still hard to talk about. 
 
    “When I won the competition, things began to change,” she continued, bitterness leaking into her voice. “I’m not sure if it was jealousy, or if the fame got to his head. But he started spending more time with his new celebrity friends than with me. At first, I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want to be the controlling girlfriend type. But the tabloids already knew the truth. The public and I both woke up that day to find out my relationship was over and he’d moved onto the next girl. Gigi Weber Dumped makes a great headline, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Georgia, I’m so sorry.”  
 
    Alaric leaned closer, his lips parting with silent words. Sympathy wracked his face. He reached out and softly touched her cheek with the pads of his fingers. Flames broke out across her skin. She closed her eyes, allowing the sensation to sink in. It felt good to be touched in such a way again. She hadn’t realized how lonely she’d been. 
 
    The clearing of a throat made her snap her eyes open. Alaric dropped his hand from her face and they both leaned apart. Captain Finn stood just beneath the shade of the balcony, his white head of hair ruffling slightly in the breeze. 
 
    “Excuse the interruption, but I thought I’d come check on our passengers,” he said, his eyes twinkling. “The pool on the upper deck has been prepped, in case you desire a swim.” 
 
    Georgia inhaled sharply and looked at Alaric. “You have a pool on this thing?” 
 
    He gave her a sheepish grin and shrugged. “It’s not much bigger than a hot tub, but yes, there’s a pool.” 
 
    “Count me in!” She grabbed his hand and jumped up, pulling him with her. “Show the way, Captain Finn, if you please.” 
 
    “As you wish.” Again, the Captain’s eyes sparkled with humor.  
 
    He led them up a flight of white metal stairs to the top deck of the yacht, where a dazzling blue pool the size of her mother’s kitchen stood. She gaped at the sight, taking in the pool’s glass walls and majestic view of the Hudson River and New York skyline. She could imagine it lit up at night with elegant lanterns and candles. It would be a romantic sight.  
 
    It would be even more romantic if it were her and Alaric enjoying the evening — no cares or worries. Just them, the water, and the dark sky above. She blushed to think about it, trying desperately to make those thoughts disappear.  
 
    Captain Finn thanked them and then retreated back to his post. Georgia jumped from foot to foot, excitement bubbling up from her stomach. 
 
    “We have to go in,” she said, breathlessly.  
 
    “You go ahead.” Alaric dropped her hand and took a step back, a shadow passing over his eyes. He motioned to a nearby deck chair. “I’ll just sit here.” 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t.” She shook her head. “We’re doing this together.” 
 
    She wasn’t going to sit in the pool while he found something else to do. They were really starting to connect again, just like they had online. She could see a glimpse of the man she’d talked to for weeks before this whole deal began. She wanted to see more of him. 
 
    “Georgia, I can’t.” Desperation entered his eyes and he looked pointedly down at his prosthetic.  
 
    “Well, then, take it off.” She stepped back toward the pool, lifting her cover-up slowly up her hips. His eyes went wide as he watched her. She pulled it over her head and dropped it on the floor next to her, giving him a wink. “See? Just like that. Now, come on in. No more excuses. I’ll bet the water’s perfect.” 
 
    She didn’t give him time to protest. Walking down the stairs into the water, she sighed when the warm liquid enveloped her legs. She was right. The water was perfect. He would be missing out. 
 
    Giving him time to figure out what he was going to do, she drifted toward the far end of the pool and gazed out at the river. She tried to enjoy the sight for the beauty that laid before her, but all she could think about was Alaric standing just feet away. Why was she so eager to push him out of his comfort zone? And why did his touch seem to affect her so much?  
 
    Questions she didn’t have the answers to.  
 
    The sound of splashing water behind her brought a smile to her face. She turned to see Alaric holding onto the side of the pool, his legs immersed in the water. He’d left his prosthetic behind on a folding deck chair. Using his muscular arms to push his body forward, he approached her slowly. 
 
    “See now?” She smiled at him and sat on the built-in pool chair. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” 
 
    “You have no idea.” He didn’t stop until he sat right next to her, their bodies touching beneath the water. Leaning back against the wall, he stretched out his arms along the ledge and sighed. “I’ve missed this.” 
 
    “You know, you don’t have to cut everything fun out of your life,” she said, trying not to let his close proximity cloud her head. “You’ve paid your dues. And you’re not a bad guy, Alaric. I can tell. You’ve always been one of the good ones. You just got a little lost there for a while.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and for a moment, she was worried that she’d insulted him somehow. As she scrambled for a way to apologize for butting into his personal affairs, he let out a chuckle and his eyelids fluttered open again. 
 
    “Thank you, Georgia.” He pinned her with an intense expression as emotion danced in his dark eyes. “You know, I thought I was the one doing the saving today. Guess I was wrong.” 
 
    She laughed nervously while a flame burst to life in her gut. The way he was looking at her made her feel as if he could look straight into her soul. “I thought we were both supposed to save each other. That’s what this whole business deal has been about, right?” 
 
    She wasn’t even sure what she was saying. Her nerves and Alaric’s close proximity had loosened her tongue and she was simply trying not to ramble on like a teenaged girl. But suddenly, the air around them seemed to drop ten degrees. Alaric’s jaw tightened and he turned his head to gaze out at the river.  
 
    “Business deal.” He pursed his lips. “Right.” 
 
    Georgia looked down at her hands in the water, feeling as if she’d said something wrong. What did he want from her? She wished she could hear his thoughts. Maybe then, she wouldn’t have felt like she’d stuck her foot in her mouth once again.  
 
    “We should be getting back.” Alaric pushed out of the seat and pulled himself toward the stairs, leaving a bewildered looking Georgia behind. “By the time Captain Finn turns this yacht around, it’ll be late afternoon. Sally’s probably already got every cop in New York looking for you.” 
 
    He was right. They couldn’t disappear forever. Still, Georgia ached to reverse time to five minutes ago, when everything had seemed easy between them.  
 
    “Alaric,” she called as he jumped out of the pool. He froze with his back to her, water dripping down his shapely torso. “Thank you for today.” 
 
    He nodded his head only slightly, the muscles in his back tensing. “Anything for you, Georgia.” 
 
    And then she sank back into the water. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Alaric paced outside Georgia’s hotel room, tugging at the collar of his tux. They were already twenty minutes late to the Marina Music Award show. Any longer, and they might as well forget going. No cameras would catch them together.  
 
    “That’s what we want, after all,” he muttered to himself. “That’s what this whole business deal is about.” 
 
    He raked his hands through his hair and groaned. He’d been up half the night, tossing and turning, imagining the soft curve of Georgia’s smile and the way her small hand felt in his. They’d had such a great day together on his yacht. She’d looked utterly gorgeous in her red bikini, paired with a flirtatious glint in her eyes that pulled him in like a fish wriggling on a line.  
 
    Yet, despite the confidence oozing off of her, there was still a hint of the old Georgia in her expressions. The young girl who couldn’t even say hi to him in high school. He liked that. There were so many layers to her personality. He wanted to get to know them all. 
 
    Only Georgia could’ve convinced him to reveal his prosthetic leg and take it off to get into the pool. Honestly, he was still surprised she’d been able to persuade him so easily. But with the warm water, the sun glinting off the Hudson, and the beautiful woman waiting for him in the deep end, how could he have refused?  
 
    If only he hadn’t let his heart run away in the moment. Georgia had pulled him back though, reminding him of their deal. It was as if she could read his mind and known he was wading into dangerous territory. He’d been stupid to think she thought of him as anything more. They weren’t even friends.  
 
    But what if they could be more?  
 
    Alaric chewed on his tongue and quit his pacing. If there was one thing he’d learned in life, you didn’t get something unless you went after it. Grabbed it by the horns. If there was a future for him and Georgia, he had to go after it. Ask her if she felt the same way.  
 
    Maybe she’d hate him. Or maybe she’d fall into his arms. Nothing lost, nothing gained. But oh, what a beautiful thing it would be if she said yes. 
 
    He just needed a minute alone with her to talk.  
 
    The doors behind him opened at that moment and he turned to see a flurry of Georgia’s staff and band mates exit the hotel room with drinks in hands, laughing and shouting. Once the commotion died down, a single person remained, framed by the white trim. Georgia stood in a stunning emerald green dress with a sweetheart neckline and tight, silk bodice. It cascaded into a floor-length skirt that glistened and moved like water over her legs.  
 
    A single strand of white pearls adorned her delicate throat and her wild curls had been tamed into a retro style with loose waves pinned on one side of her head. Her red painted lips curled into a relieved smile when she caught a glimpse of Alaric, her cheeks reddening.    
 
    “Good, you’re still here. I was hoping you wouldn’t give up on us. Sorry that took so long.” 
 
    Alaric swallowed hard, feeling his pulse race. She looked so beautiful, he was sure he’d have an impossible time keeping his eyes off of her. Tonight was definitely the night. This evening, he was going to tell her how he felt. It was settled. 
 
    Rubbing his hands together, he gave her a nervous smile and offered his arm. “What kind of fairy tale would this be if the prince left the ball before Cinderella arrived?” He chuckled, willing himself to stop staring at her and instead, glanced down at his shiny dress shoes. “Does this tux pass muster? I had my assistant send it over. She mentioned something about Robert Downy Junior wearing the same style to the Oscars this year.” 
 
    “You look wonderful,” she said, breathlessly. “I think the tux look really works for you. In fact, I think you should wear tuxes twenty-four seven.” 
 
    He grinned up at her, amusement dancing in his eyes. “And I think you look utterly gorgeous. We make the perfect pair.” 
 
    She gazed back at him for a long moment, her eyelashes fluttering. Something flashed in her eyes, as if she wanted to say something. But that moment died as soon as Sally came rushing out of the hotel room in a black dress with a neckline that plunged dangerously to her abdomen and her hair pulled back into a severe bun. 
 
    “Shall we, people?” she demanded with a sharp clap of her hands, her voice hoarse. “We’re already late. Let’s not make the situation worse.” 
 
    Georgia grinned and gave Alaric a pointed look. Enough said. It was apparent that Sally was in charge of the night and she wasn’t going to let up on them anytime soon. In fact, the whole limo ride over, she peppered them with tips on how to behave on the red carpet and reapplied Georgia’s lipstick at least three times. By the time they got to the award show, the limo felt awfully stuffy. 
 
    “It’s our turn,” Georgia said, pushing Alaric’s shoulder toward the exit a little too hard. “Time to go.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to smile, mouth closed,” Sally called, exiting from the other side. “I’d better not see any teeth.” 
 
    They emerged to the sound of screaming and yelling. The red carpet had been bordered on both sides by metal bleachers and barriers, beyond which stood hundreds of spectators who cried Gigi’s name. She smiled graciously and raised her hand high, blowing them a kiss. The noise only grew louder.  
 
    Alaric blinked in surprise, overwhelmed by the crowds. He’d imagined the red carpet to be more exclusive, but this looked like the crowd at a college basketball game. Most of them held up phones, clicking pictures of the celebrities arriving on the red carpet. Alaric felt Georgia grip his arm tight, her hand shaking.  
 
    Despite her confident smile, he could tell she was just as nervous as him. He covered her hand with his and gave her a warm smile. He was here for her. A glimmer of gratitude passed over her face when she met his gaze. They locked eyes, the world dissolving around them.   
 
    This was it. He had to tell her, before he lost his nerve.  
 
    He couldn’t keep it in any longer. 
 
    “Gigi Weber!” A woman in a glistening peach gown and a microphone in one hand rushed toward them and grabbed Georgia’s arm. She dragged her onto the red carpet, stopping in front of a camera man. “Gigi, tell Celeb Watch who you’re wearing tonight.” 
 
    Georgia smiled and answered her many questions while Alaric sulked in the background. He glared at the woman in peach, his stomach all tied up in knots. At one point, Georgia glanced over her shoulder at him and winked, sending a thrill down his spine. He wanted nothing more than to steal her away from this chaos, but deep inside he knew that it was good for both of them to be seen here. Good for her deal with Spark and good for his company’s stock prices.  
 
    “Come on,” Georgia said, finally breaking away from the camera and grabbing his arm once again. “We’ve just got to pose for a few photos, do a couple more interviews, and your job here is done. Thank you for putting up with this tonight. I can’t thank you enough. I know you have better things to do.” 
 
    Guilt washed over him. He’d been so sternly focused on rehearsing what he was going to say to her this evening that she must’ve thought he was getting tired of being with her. It was the farthest thing from the truth.  
 
    “Wait,” he said, turning toward her. They paused in front of a makeshift wall with the words Marina Music Awards plastered all over a silver background. Cameras flashed as Alaric grabbed Georgia’s hands. “I need to tell you something.” 
 
    She blinked up at him, her green eyes made only brighter by the color of her dress. “Right now? Can it wait until we’re inside?” 
 
    “No.” He swallowed, knowing that if he didn’t get the words out now, they might never come. “Georgia, yesterday was amazing. In fact, the past two weeks have been more amazing than I can say.” 
 
    Confusion flicked across her face. She ran a thumb softly over his knuckles and tilted her head to one side. “I’m glad, Alaric. These past few weeks have been surprisingly fun for me, too. It’s made this deal so much easier.” 
 
    Alaric shook his head in frustration as more cameras flashed and fans screamed for Georgia’s attention. She wasn’t understanding him. 
 
    “I’m saying that, despite this situation, I think we do well together.” He ground his teeth, wishing the roar of the crowd would go away so he could think properly. “That despite you being…well you… and me being a businessman, we work well together. We’re a good match.” 
 
    Her eyebrows knit together and she loosened her grip on his hands. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “That I like you,” he said, trying desperately to make her see. “I mean, I would never choose someone like you on purpose. But I like you.” 
 
    “Someone like me?” She dropped his hands and scowled, taking a step back. “Do you have a problem with a woman who has her own career? Alaric, I’m surprised at you. You never seemed like the kind of man who would be intimidated by a powerful woman.” 
 
    He hissed through his teeth and ran his hand through his hair. This wasn’t working. He was putting his foot in his mouth. Why couldn’t he think when he was around her?  
 
    “Georgia, I think I’m falling in love with you.”  
 
    The words blurted out of his mouth faster than he could control them. As soon as they’d left, he felt the blood drain from his face. He hadn’t intended this to be a confession of love. And yet, his heart beat desperately in his chest, screaming out his true feelings. He was falling in love. She was perfect. And they were perfect for each other. 
 
    Georgia’s face softened and understanding entered her eyes. She closed the distance between them with a soft smile and reached for his hand. His heart soared as her soft skin touched his, sending flames up and down his arm. 
 
    “I understand now,” she whispered, glancing at the cameras and then back at him. Her lovely lips curled into an even bigger smile. “This was a brilliant idea, Alaric.” 
 
    His brow knit together in confusion. He’d been hoping for a confession of her own.  
 
    “Confess our love in front of the cameras. That’ll sure sell papers.” She winked at him, holding his hand tighter. Her voice grew louder as she plastered a ridiculously happy grin on her face, “I love you, too, darling.” 
 
    Cameras clicked away as Alaric’s heart sunk in his chest. She thought he was doing this all for the cameras. For the deal. She couldn’t be more wrong. 
 
    “Kiss her!” yelled someone from the crowd. A few more joined in and soon, at least a couple dozen fans were screaming it repeatedly at the top of their lungs. 
 
    Alaric stared at Georgia’s face with despair, wishing he could rewind to ten minutes ago and take it all back. Wait for a better moment. Make her see how he really felt. 
 
    “Kiss her!” the crowd screamed louder. 
 
    Georgia arched her eyebrows, a silent look of expectation on her face. Her gaze darted to the crowd and then back to him. “Alaric. This is it. The moment we talked about. No backing out now.”  
 
    She leaned forward slightly, as if willing him to make the first move. Time stood still around them and camera lights flashed. Alaric felt the blood rush to his face in a wave of embarrassment and desperation.  
 
    Suddenly, he reached for her face and pulled her soft lips to his. Electricity shot through his every nerve as he cradled her head and worked his fingers into her coiffed hair. She gasped, her body stiffening for the smallest of moments, before she closed the last few inches between them and wrapped her arms tightly around his waist. He deepened the kiss, tasting a hint of cherry on her lips.   
 
    Heat exploded in his gut, threatening to consume him. He stroked a thumb over her cheek, adoring the softness of her skin underneath his. He wished he could hold her like this forever. Take her away from the crowds and just be the two of them. No business deals. No arrangements. Just be Alaric and Georgia.  
 
    He could do that for her. He could save her from the misery of her greedy publicist and record label. With him, she’d never have to sell herself again. She could have her career and be out from under their thumb. If only she felt the same. 
 
    The way she was kissing him back, with complete abandon, made him believe there was hope.  
 
    She finally pulled back with a sigh, breaking the spell of the kiss. He cradled her cheek with his hand and wished they didn’t have to stop. His chest rose and fell in heavy breaths, his eyes boring into hers as she stared up at him. Emotion flickered in her eyes. Uncertainty and something that looked like regret. Alaric wanted to kiss her again, to wash away any chances of regret, but the noise of the crowd was back and louder than ever. They chanted Gigi’s name.  
 
    And suddenly, the veil fell behind Georgia’s eyes and the uncertainty was gone. In its place, she plastered on an expression he’d come to see as her mask she wore in public. She turned to smile at her fans, Alaric’s hands falling away from her face. She waved and blew kisses, her cheeks bright pink. 
 
    “Georgia…” he grabbed her hand, willing the words he wanted to say to magically materialize on his tongue. He wasn’t done. He had to tell her those feelings were real. 
 
    “That was brilliant.” She glanced at him out of the corner of her eyes and softly pressed her fingers to her lips. Her cheeks reddened even more. “I’d say they got the money shot. If you ever consider a change in career, you’d better think about becoming an actor. They ate it up.” 
 
    He gritted his teeth. She had to know that wasn’t acting. He’d never put more feeling into anything before now. 
 
    “That wasn’t fake,” he said in a low voice, but Georgia didn’t hear him. She was staring down the red carpet, her eyes growing wide with horror. Alaric followed her gaze and felt a disgusted shudder roll through him when he caught sight of what had grabbed her attention. 
 
    Vance stood in front of a camera, flashing his brilliantly white teeth and sporting a sleek black tux. On his left arm hung a vixen of a beauty, her sheer flesh-colored dress not leaving much to the imagination. He was watching Georgia, although the reporter held the microphone to his lips. In his eyes, amusement sparked. He winked salaciously at her and then turned back toward the camera. 
 
    Alaric couldn’t help the wave of disappointment that roiled over him. Just when he was trying to confess his feelings, Vance had to come along. He was a Bubonic plague, sowing his nastiness everywhere he went. 
 
    And Georgia was still in love with him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Georgia’s face was about ready to crack from the constant smiling she’d done the past six hours. The awards show had gone well. No chance to corner Beyoncé or Lady Gaga, but the night was still young.  
 
    Somehow, she’d walked away with the coveted new artist award and her stomach wouldn’t stop doing flips in her abdomen. If there was a sign that this career was meant-to-be, this was it. The shiny silver trophy she cradled in her arm was proof of that. 
 
    The only thing dampening the excitement of the night was Alaric. Ever since the red carpet, he’d been standoffish and surly. Even now, as they mingled at Universal Music’s after-party in a renovated NYC warehouse, he stood half-hidden in the shadows with his arms crossed tightly across his chest and wearing an expression of deep displeasure.  
 
    He’d hardly congratulated Georgia on her win. A slight peck on the cheek, and that was it. It was nothing compared to the steamy kiss they’d shared on the red carpet.   
 
    Georgia still blushed when she thought about it. She’d expected him to kiss her quickly, just enough for the cameras to get their shot, but Alaric had surprised her with a kiss that curled her toes. She’d never been so passionately embraced. Not even by Vance. Vance couldn’t hold a candle to that kiss. 
 
    She warmed as she thought about Alaric. Her body pressed against his, hands stroking her hair, electricity sparking between them. The guy was good. It was no wonder he’d become so successful. He didn’t hold back. And for a second, she’d almost forgotten it was all fake.  
 
    Almost. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked, edging toward him and bumping him with her elbow.  
 
    He grunted a reply and then shifted away, so that their arms didn’t touch. 
 
    “The night’s almost done,” she said, looking down at the cellphone in her clutch purse. “Just another hour and then you can go. Thanks for doing this today. I’m sure your board will be singing your praises tomorrow.” 
 
    Again, he grunted and Georgia tried not to let her excitement dampen. Maybe, he was just tired and needed some sleep. Her father was like that. If he was grumpy, he either needed a snack or a snooze in his favorite La-Z-Boy recliner while the golf channel played on the TV. Her mom would laugh and say that men were like toddlers in that way.  
 
    Or maybe, Alaric was just tired of the whole deal. She had to admit, it was getting hard to separate fact from fiction. If that was the case, it would be better to call this off early and part ways as friends. As much as her heart ached at the idea of losing Alaric, the idea that he might resent her stung even more. They’d gotten what they needed from their fake relationship. Might as well call it. 
 
    “Alaric?”  
 
    She tried to swallow, but her throat had gone dry. He turned his dark gaze toward her, the solemn lines surrounding his mouth softening the slightest. As she stared at his mouth, she was reminded once again of the kiss and jolts of electricity ran up and down her back.  
 
    “What is it?” His frown deepened and his eyes searched her face. “If you want to go talk to someone else, you don’t need my permission. It’s not like this is a real relationship. I have no claim on your time.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped, a stinging sensation stabbing her in the chest. What was his problem? Was being around her really that bad? 
 
    “I need to run to the ladies’ room,” she mumbled, shoving the award into his hands and turning on her heels to leave.  
 
    Embarrassment flooded her cheeks. She really thought the two of them had been connecting lately. Yesterday on the yacht had cemented that idea. He’d been so sweet, helping her escape for the day. There had been something between them. Almost like a spark. That was, until Alaric turned into a cold fish.  
 
    Just like he had tonight. It was getting too hard to read him.  
 
    She needed some space to think. This was all too confusing. 
 
    Georgia followed the high, cement walls of the warehouse, avoiding the crowds of people toasting and celebrating their big wins at the awards ceremony. Purple and white lights shone down on them from crystal light fixtures hung high above on exposed steel beams. A deejay played music in the corner at a low enough volume to still keep a conversation going. Waitresses and servers carrying silver trays weaved throughout the party, offering finger foods to the party-goers.  
 
    A darkened hallway cut off to the left and Georgia slipped out of the crowd, thankful for some breathing room. It looked like this section housed mostly offices and storage closets. She pressed her back against the wall and closed her eyes, letting the emotions of the evening wash over her. She wanted to be excited for her team’s big win, but there was only one thing on her mind: Alaric. What she wouldn’t give to be able to crawl inside his brain for one second and know what he was thinking. 
 
    A low voice called her name and for one, heart throbbing second, she thought Alaric had followed her. But that excitement soon extinguished when she saw Vance standing at the end of the hallway in his tux, a cocky grin on his face. He looked her up and down, his eyebrows raising. 
 
    “You looked gorgeous tonight, Gigi,” he said, sticking a toothpick in the corner of his mouth and rolling it around with his tongue.  
 
    “Gee, thanks,” she answered in a monotone voice, her chest deflating. The last person she wanted to talk to right now was her ex, but he was blocking the exit back toward the crowded warehouse.  
 
    “I really mean it,” he said, stepping closer, as if he knew she was planning to run away. He bowed his buzzed head slightly and the right side of his mouth curled into a shy grin. “I miss you, Gigi.” 
 
    A dozen different emotions seemed to burst in her head at the same time. Vance knew exactly how to affect her. How to push her buttons. He was the master manipulator and that was why she’d let him string her along for so long before the cheating scandal surfaced. She wasn’t going down that road again. She’d grown stronger in their time apart.  
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, Vance, but I’ve got to get back to my date.” She pushed off the wall and tried to walk past him. His hand closed around her upper arm, causing her to slow down. 
 
    “You mean that bore of a man you’ve been attached to for the past few weeks?” Vance asked, flicking the toothpick with his tongue so that it bounced between his teeth. “You know he’s just using you, right? Something better comes along, he’ll take it. Guys like that are all the same. They only care about the size of their wallets.” 
 
    Georgia yanked her arm out of Vance’s grasp and pinned him with a glare. Anger boiled in her gut. How dare he make such assumptions? Sure, her relationship with Alaric was fake and all about business, but even as a fake boyfriend, he was far truer than Vance had ever been. He didn’t leave her questioning her own talent. He didn’t try and make her feel small. When she was around him, she felt like a real person. Not a celebrity or an exhibit in a zoo. But like a Midwestern girl again.  
 
    She felt at home. 
 
    “If anyone used me, it was you, Vance,” she spat, stabbing at his chest with her pointer finger. His eyes widened as she took a step closer, rage burning in her gut. “You used me to build your career. You cheated on me. You tried to make me feel insignificant. And for a while, it worked. But not anymore. I’m not that woman anymore and I’ve since realized what a tool you really are. So back off.” 
 
    He sputtered a reply, the pupils of his blue eyes widening. For the first time since she’d known him, Vance was speechless. A broad smile worked its way across her face. She’d never had a chance to tell Vance exactly what she thought of him. This felt like closure. Sweet, sweet closure. 
 
    “Baby…” Vance had managed to regain his senses just long enough to give her his world-famous pout and place his hands on both her shoulders. “I know you don’t mean that. You’re just tired. You’ve had a big night.” 
 
    “I meant every word.” She shook her finger at him, narrowing her eyes. “And I’m not your baby.” 
 
    Hard lines appeared around his eyes. He pressed his lips together and flared his nostrils in a heavy sigh. “Well, that’s really too bad, because I was hoping we might still have a future.” 
 
    “A future?” Georgia barked out a laugh. Was he crazy? She had more self-respect than that. “Not a chance.” 
 
    “How about one last kiss, then?” He plucked the toothpick from his mouth and glanced down the hallway, toward the crowd.  
 
    Georgia followed his gaze to see a man in a black pair of dress pants and matching black shirt. He looked vaguely familiar. It wasn’t until she spotted the camera in his hands did she recognize him as the paparazzo who’d infiltrated the club in San Francisco during her first date with Alaric. The man was everywhere. And he was pointing his camera at them. 
 
    “Vance, what’s going on?”  
 
    She turned to look at him and instead found a pair of lips crashing down onto hers. Two hands worked their way behind her neck while her body froze in shock. Sharp pricks of disgust rolled up her body and landed in her stomach, threatening to abandon the handful of appetizers she’d eaten that evening down the front of Vance’s tux.  
 
    The sound of a camera clicking broke her out of her momentary shock. She pressed her hands against Vance’s chest and shoved him hard against the opposite wall. His head snapped back, rapping smartly on the cement. With a deep chuckle, he lifted his fingers to the back of his skull and held them up to the light, as if checking for blood. 
 
    “What was that?” Georgia demanded, fury like she’d never felt before burning a hole in her stomach. She turned to face the photographer, but he was already gone and with him, the pictures of the kiss. 
 
    “Just a little something to remember me by,” Vance said with another chuckle, apparently satisfied that his head wasn’t cracked open. He put the toothpick back in his mouth and grinned. “You’re good for business, babe. It’s nothing personal. Nothing in this world ever is.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to argue, but no words came out. Instead, she clutched her purse in her shaking hands as Vance gave her one last wink and sauntered back toward the party. As soon as he was gone, the strength in her legs melted away. She slunk to the floor in a pile of green silk and began to sob into her hands.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    After about twenty minutes of holding Georgia’s award and waiting for her to return to his dark corner of the club, Alaric finally uncrossed his arms and made his way through the crowd toward the bar. It was no use standing there, looking like a fool. She probably went off to find Vance. He thought he’d spotted that weasel around here somewhere. Maybe they were hitting it off again. Even talking about getting back together.  
 
    Just thinking about the possibility made every muscle in Alaric’s body tense. The anger from earlier in the evening was fading away into a hopelessness that threatened to consume him. Even if Georgia didn’t return his feelings, even if she didn’t want him, she still deserved better than that one-trick pony Vance. He was a snake-oil salesman and she was a shining star. The idea of her lowering herself to his level made Alaric sick. 
 
    He perched himself on an empty bar stool and waited on the busy bartender serving drinks at the other end of the bar. The acrid scent of booze wafted toward him, bringing with it a yearning that he hadn’t felt in a long time. It would be all too easy to give in. Have a drink. Drown those sorrows. But he couldn’t. Not if he wanted to keep his promise to himself to be a better man. Because one step backwards would be like sliding down a mountain side with no way of stopping.  
 
    “Ain’t nobody allowed to look that blue at an awards after-party.” A gaunt man in his mid-forties claimed the bar stool next to Alaric, his long dark hair pulled back in a low ponytail. He wore a black button down shirt and slacks. A black bag hung from his shoulder. Turning toward Alaric, he gave him a smile. “Especially since I know which of these beautiful women you led into here tonight. No one dating Gigi Weber has the right to frown.” 
 
    Alaric buzzed his lips and scowled. If only the man knew how little that meant.  
 
    He barked out a laugh at Alaric’s response and smiled sympathetically. “Hmm, I take it from your expression that things aren’t all that great in paradise. What could possibly be bothering the man taking Gigi home tonight?”  
 
    Alaric grunted. This stranger didn’t know a thing. “Things could be better. And to tell you the truth, I’m not sure I’ll be the one taking Gigi Weber home.”  
 
    He tugged on the collar of his tux. Despite the tall ceilings and cool cement walls, it felt stuffy in here. His head seemed to be stuffed with cotton. He shouldn’t be saying such things to a stranger. Even if it seemed like his world was collapsing down on him.   
 
    The man stared at him for a long moment, his brown eyes taking in every detail of his face. Placing his hands on the bar, he drummed his fingers and leaned forward to snap his fingers at the bartender. “Buy you a drink, brother? I’d say you could use one.”  
 
    “No, thanks,” Alaric grumbled, feeling once again that surge of yearning for a drink. “Just club soda for me.” 
 
    “Coming right up.” The man flashed him a smile and ordered their drinks from the bartender when he arrived.  
 
    Alaric stared at the bar, willing the bitterness welling up inside him to go away. He needed to be happy for Georgia, no matter what her decision. If she wanted Vance, that’s who she should have. A woman like Georgia deserved to get everything she wanted. Who was he to decide what was good for her? Obviously, he was nothing to Georgia. 
 
    “Here you go, my friend.” The man pushed a glass of soda his way and chuckled. “I would recommend something a little stronger, but that’s your business.” 
 
    Alaric nodded his thanks and downed the cool liquid. It felt good on his throat, as if it were washing away the sour taste of the evening. His dark eyes darted across the room as he turned to watch the crowd. He didn’t see anyone he recognized from the band. Just nameless faces in a sea of people.  
 
    He had the sudden feeling that waiting for Georgia to reappear was like waiting for the guillotine to drop. The crowd seemed to press in on him, making it hard to breathe. He tugged again at his collar, a bead of sweat dripping down his neck. What was he still doing there? He could be back to his normal life in California, not wasting time languishing around for a woman who didn’t return his feelings. He needed to get out of there. Now. 
 
    “So if you don’t mind me asking, man, where is your date tonight?” The man sitting next to him asked casually, bringing Alaric’s attention back to the bar. He was taking sips of his amber colored liquor and watching Alaric intently over the rim. There was something slightly familiar about him, but Alaric just couldn’t place it. “Because my daughter would kill me if I didn’t get an autograph. She loves Gigi Weber.” 
 
    “If you see Vance, you’ll probably see Gigi Weber not far behind,” Alaric said, standing from the stool and dropping his empty water glass on the bar. He snatched up Georgia’s heavy award, tucking it below his arm. 
 
    The man’s eyes grew wide and he glanced around warily. “Are you telling me Vance and Gigi are getting back together?” 
 
    Alaric’s throat clenched. There, the man had said the words aloud and he hadn’t burst into flames. He could handle the pain.  
 
    “It wouldn’t be news to me.” Alaric glanced at his new friend and gave him a tight-lipped smile. “Enjoy your night. I think it’s time for me to get going.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The man gave him a two-fingered salute. “Same to you.” 
 
    Alaric pushed through the crowd, heading toward the exit. No one would miss him tonight. He’d done his duty. Shown up for the photographs. No doubt, sold stocks for his company and helped Spark sucker a few more people into their matchmaking app. Job done. He couldn’t wait to get back to California and get back to normal life. 
 
    And forget about the woman from his past.  
 
    The exit came into sight and the crowd thinned out. As Alaric stepped forward, he saw something green flash past his right arm. He paused just long enough to realize that it was Georgia, practically running toward the same exit. She had her arms tucked closely around her torso and a stricken expression on her face, half-hidden by her black curls. He reached out and caught her arm, turning her toward him. She tried to pull away, but stopped when she saw it was him. 
 
    “Alaric,” she said in a trembling voice, her chin quivering.  
 
    “Georgia, what’s wrong?” All the anger and bitterness inside him disappeared in a cloud of smoke. The only thing he could think about at that moment was the pain reflecting in Georgia’s green eyes. He pulled her toward him and lightly gripped her shoulders. “What happened?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She didn’t resist his arms, but came willingly toward him, staring at the ground between them.  
 
    “Something tells me that’s not true.” Tracing a finger down her jaw, he lifted her chin gently until they were eye to eye. Her nose was slightly red and her eyes swollen. He could tell she’d been crying. The sadness in her eyes broke his heart. “Georgia, tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    “Don’t ask me any more questions.” Her bottom lip quivered as she stared up at him. “Just take me back to the hotel, please.” 
 
    “Of course. Anything you want.”  
 
    His grip on her shoulders tightened and he pulled her into a hug. She leaned against his chest, sighing into his shirt. Even after everything that had gone down between them this evening, this closeness still felt right. He buried his face in her hair and inhaled the sweet scent of her hair, wishing he could understand what was going on and how to make it better. 
 
    “Come on.” He kept one arm draped around her back and led her toward the door. “I’ll get you home.” 
 
    The entire cab ride to the hotel was spent with Georgia’s head on Alaric’s shoulder, her body trembling with quiet sobs. He rubbed a hand over her arm, fighting the temptation to make her confess what had happened at the after-party. Had she finally broken things off with Vance? He didn’t dare hope. Instead, he sat with her in silence, enjoying the warmth of her soft body pressed against his side. 
 
    When they got to the hotel, he walked her to her suite and into the darkened room. There was no sign of Angela or Sally. Nor any of the other members of her team. Georgia clicked on the lights to her room and stood staring at the large empty bed as if it were going to come alive and eat her. 
 
    “Georgia.” Alaric stood behind her, watching her closely. He didn’t like the silence or the hollow look in her face. It cut him deep to know he couldn’t make it better. “If you’d just tell me what happened—” 
 
    “Can you stay?” She cut him off with a swipe of her hand and turned to look at him. Desperation haunted her eyes. “I know this isn’t part of our contract, but I don’t want to be alone right now. Can you stay? Just until I fall asleep?” 
 
    Any reserve Alaric still held melted at the sound of her voice begging him to stay. He crossed the space between them, took her hand, and looked deep into her eyes. She had to know that she was safe as long as he was around. 
 
    “Georgia, I will do anything for you.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and the tension seemed to fade from her face. With a nod, she gestured toward the door to the bathroom. “I’m going to change.” 
 
    Alaric sat on the edge of the bed and waited for her to come back. All the while his mind raced. Just a few hours ago, he would’ve given anything to be this close to her. To hold her when her problems got to be too much. To be the one she ran to when there was trouble. But even now, in the midst of a situation, she still didn’t believe his feelings for her were genuine. She was worried about the business deal.  
 
    How could he make it clear to her that he wanted so much more? 
 
    A throat cleared behind him and he turned to see Georgia standing in the doorway to the bathroom, wearing a new pair of flannel pajamas and a soft pink t-shirt. She smiled nervously at him and then glanced at the bed, her cheeks reddening. 
 
    “I’m going to get in,” she announced, biting her lower lip.  
 
    Alaric nodded and watched her climb underneath the heavy comforter, his own nerves suddenly jumping around in his gut like children on a trampoline. He wanted nothing more than to slide in there with her, take her in his arms, and pull her close. But he didn’t want to freak her out and make the situation any worse. So he settled for kicking his shoes off, gently placing his tux jacket on the back of a nearby chair, and laying back on top of the comforter so that their shoulders barely touched. 
 
    They laid like that for several minutes. Alaric was hyper aware of every noise Georgia made, from the soft sound of her breathing to the slight shifting of the blanket around her shoulders. He thought she’d finally fallen asleep when she turned toward him and sighed. 
 
    “Alaric?” 
 
    He swallowed hard, hoping his nerves wouldn’t make his voice shake. “Yes?” 
 
    “Would it be too much to ask you to hold me?” 
 
    A jolt went through him. He closed his eyes, willing his heart to slow down. “Of course not. I’d be happy to.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    Georgia rolled over so that her back was toward him. With a steadying breath, he turned in her direction and moved closer, until her back rested against his chest. He slid one hand under her pillow and laid the other softly on her side. She reached up to pull his arm tighter over her body and interlaced her fingers with his, causing his whole body to burn with delicious heat. 
 
    The yellow glow of the bedside lamp reflected in Alaric’s eyes as he stared at the woman in his arms. He couldn’t believe how incredibly lucky he was to be there, beside her. It could’ve been Vance, but no, Georgia had chosen him. The significance of that didn’t miss him. 
 
    “Alaric?” 
 
    The soft sound of Georgia’s sleepy voice made him lean in closer to her. “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m glad I have you.” 
 
    And within moments, she was asleep, her chest rising and falling in a soft sigh. Alaric closed his eyes, feeling the weight of the world lift off his shoulders.  
 
    There was no doubt — he was entirely hers.    
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Georgia woke up feeling as if she’d been wrapped in a warm cocoon all night. She blinked heavily at the bedside lamp that was still shining next to her head and tried to remember what day it was.  
 
    The sound of a soft exhale next to her ear made her tense. Suddenly, she was aware of a weight across her waist and the sensation of someone pressed up against her back. She craned her head slowly and shifted just enough to see Alaric laying on the pillow next to her, on top of the comforter, still wearing his tux pants and white shirt from the awards ceremony last night. He had his arm wrapped around her and his eyes sealed tight in sleep.  
 
    There was a quiet assurance in his peaceful expression that made Georgia’s breath hitch in her lungs. Last night was the best sleep she’d had in months. She stared at him, trying to understand how such a man could make her feel so safe. As if the world around them had dissolved into nothing.  
 
    The quickened beat of her heart and the heat in her cheeks left very little room for argument. Despite their deal, she’d fallen for Alaric Hammond. He was a steady, kind, and thoughtful man. A man who sent shivers down her spine and drove her crazy when he turned his cocky half-smiles in her direction. Her soul felt at ease when he was near.  
 
    She had it bad. 
 
    “Is it morning?” Alaric’s eyes opened slightly and he gave her a guilty smile touched with a hint of sleep. “I guess I fell asleep. Sorry about that.” 
 
    “Don’t be.” She turned to face him fully with an embarrassed grin. “We were both tired. I don’t blame you. Thank you for being there for me last night.” 
 
    The smile disappeared from his face and concern reflected in his eyes. He lifted his arm from her side and tentatively touched her cheek. She couldn’t help but close her eyes and lean into his scorching touch. It felt so good to have him near. Touching her. Causing electricity to ripple over her skin. 
 
    “Do you want to tell me what happened last night?” he asked, bringing her attention back to his face. “Or do I have to keep assuming the worst? What made you so upset?” 
 
    A ball of lead dropped into her stomach as her thoughts drifted to last night and the after-party. As much as she wanted to move forward and never think about it again, she knew she’d feel better if she said it aloud.  
 
    “I tried to escape the party for a bit of peace and quiet,” she said, blinking at him. “My ex followed me. Said he wanted me back.” 
 
    Alaric’s jaw visibly tensed. “Is that what you wanted?” 
 
    “No!” She swallowed down the lump that had formed in her throat. “If I’ve learned anything since Vance, it’s that we are about as suited as oil and water.” 
 
    Something like victory flashed in Alaric’s eyes for the tiniest second, but he hid it fast enough that Georgia could only second guess herself on whether she’d actually witnessed it. His fingers trailed along her cheek and gently pushed a strand of curls behind her ear, sending another shiver down her spine. 
 
    “Then, what happened between you two to make you so upset?” he asked in a low voice. 
 
    “Apparently, it was a set up.” Her lower lip trembled as she thought about the exchange. “The same paparazzo that photographed us at the club was there. Before I knew it, Vance was all over me. I shoved him away, but I’m sure the guy got some great pictures to sell to the tabloids.” 
 
    Bitterness rose up inside her. There were a lot of things she loved about this life. The music, the dedicated fans, and the ability to do something she loved more than anything. But with that came the overwhelming celebrity and dirt-bags like Vance and that photographer who would use her for their own gain at every opportunity. She could never let her guard down again.  
 
    That bitterness softened as she gazed at the man lying beside her. The one man who didn’t want her for her fame or money. The one man who still treated her like a real person. A steely look had hardened his face and anger exploded in his eyes. She could feel his body trembling on top of the comforter.  
 
    “I’m going to kill him,” he said in a low hiss. 
 
    Georgia laughed and shook her head as tears burned her eyes. “He’s not worth it. But I’ve learned my lesson, believe me.”  
 
    The glint in his gaze softened and he cupped her cheek. Georgia could feel the heat radiating off him. His eyes drifted to her lips, where they lingered. She knew he wanted to kiss her. She’d let him do it, if he’d just cross the few inches that remained between them.  
 
    “Well, good morning to you two!” The sound of Angela’s cheery voice made them both spring up into sitting positions. She stood in the doorway, wrapped in a silky pink robe and her blonde hair piled in a messy bun on the top of her head. A devious grin lit up her face as her eyes darted back and forth between them. “Seems like Georgia got more than one prize last night.” 
 
    Heat flared in Georgia’s cheeks. She pulled the comforter up to her chest and stuttered out a reply, none of which sounded the least bit like English.  
 
    Beside her, Alaric chuckled and ran a hand over his messy hair. “I should go back to my room and get changed.”  
 
    He shot her a look that felt as soft as his fingers caressing her cheek. Georgia couldn’t help but return the expression, wishing he didn’t have to leave. They’d gone way past a pretend relationship. Whatever was happening between them felt real. They couldn’t possibly have faked that. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” he said, heading toward the door and pausing to give her one last charming smile. “Then, how about you and I go get breakfast at that little bistro around the corner?” 
 
    Butterflies danced in Georgia’s stomach as she returned his smile and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Sounds perfect.”  
 
    As soon as he was gone, she fell back onto the bed with her arms spread out and a ridiculous grin on her face.  
 
    Angela fell onto the bed next to her and threw a pillow at her head with a chuckle. “Hey love-bird, better pull yourself together. I saw Sally down in the lobby this morning and she’s on one of her rampages. I came up here to give you a warning.” 
 
    Georgia shook her head and covered her face with a pillow. No matter what Sally had to say, nothing could dampen the delicious feelings inside her chest at the moment. It felt like she was soaring above the Andes Mountains and nothing could bring her down. She wanted to write a song about him. Or maybe twenty. All sickly sweet love ballads. 
 
    Alaric Hammond had spent the night holding her in his arms. That meant something. Something huge. And just maybe, this fake relationship was meant for something more. 
 
    “You really like him, don’t you?” Angela’s voice broke through her musings. 
 
    Georgia pulled the pillow off her face and tried to hold back the silly grin on her lips. “Yeah, I do. It kind of feels like we’re meant to be. Am I crazy?” 
 
    Angela shrugged, examining her black painted fingernails. “I’m not sure I believe in meant-to-bes. But I do know one thing — the way that boy looks at you is real. He adores you.” 
 
    She chewed on her bottom lip, excitement making her cheeks redden. “You really think so?” 
 
    Angela threw her an exasperated look. “Come on. It’s obvious to everyone except you. He’s got it bad.” 
 
    She turned to her side on the bed and smiled down at the fluffy comforter, warmth filling her stomach. That was all the proof she needed. If Alaric really wanted more in this relationship, then she was game. Maybe that matchmaking app really had it right. Maybe she really had been matched with her perfect mate. Was it silly to think so? Could it really be Alaric Hammond — the coolest guy from her high school?  
 
    Sally burst into the door two seconds later, obliterating Georgia’s happy musings, and waved a rolled up magazine in her hand. “Have you seen this?” she demanded, arching her eyebrows as she often did when trying to prove a point.  
 
    Georgia sighed. This was the last thing she needed this morning. “See what? I haven’t left my room since late last night, so I’m afraid you’re going to have to explain.” 
 
    “Same here,” Angela added. 
 
    Sally shot Georgia and Angela dissatisfied glances and went to open the curtain, filling the room with blinding light. Tossing the magazine on top of the comforter, she retreated to an armchair and leaned back into the plush surface as if she were a queen on a throne.  
 
    “A heads up would’ve been nice. You know, since I’m your publicist and everything. This is going to be a huge mess to clean up.” 
 
    Georgia groaned and rubbed her eyes. The pictures with Vance. They had to be front page news this morning. Something that juicy wasn’t going to stay hidden for long. 
 
    “Listen, Sally,” she began, “that picture with Vance was totally a setup. He basically attacked me. I couldn’t stop it.” 
 
    Sally waved her hands dismissively and frowned. “If it were just the photo, we could easily counter. But Alaric’s comments to the press have put the final nail in the coffin. Spark isn’t happy with you. They’ve threatened to pull their contract.” 
 
    Georgia’s eyes narrowed as she stared at Sally for a long moment. She didn’t understand what she was talking about. Glancing down at the tabloid, she snatched it up and turned it to see a picture of her and Vance locking lips at the after-party. Thumbing frantically through the pages, she stopped when she got to the article about herself and began to skim. 
 
    Alaric Hammond, Gigi Weber’s supposed billionaire boyfriend from the matchmaking app Spark, had plenty to say on the topic as well. As he drowned his sorrows at the Universal Music’s after-party bar, he confided in our journalist that he wasn’t sure he’d be the one taking Gigi Weber home. When pressed further, he confessed that it wouldn’t be a surprise to him if Gigi went home with Vance.  
 
    It seems clear that Spark didn’t hit the mark with this power couple.  
 
    Georgia’s eyes blurred as she stared at the words on the page. Her heart drummed loudly and threatened to burst from her chest. It felt like a heart attack. A painful, life-ending kind of heart attack that left its victims in the hospital with a six-inch scar down the front of their chest.   
 
    What had Alaric done? 
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “He couldn’t have…” Georgia glanced up at Angela for help, wishing desperately that she would crack a smile and tell her it was all a joke. “He promised he wouldn’t talk to the press.” 
 
    “Well, he did and he played it marvelously.” Sally stood up and smartly brushed off her pants. “He leaves this relationship looking like America’s broken-hearted golden boy. You end up looking like a tramp and losing the business deal that could’ve sealed the deal for your career. He’s smart, I’ll give him that. A real business tycoon. It’s no wonder he’s so successful.” 
 
    “Georgia, I’m so sorry.” Angela put her hand on her knee and squeezed. “Want me to slash the tires on his fancy car? I’d do that. For you.” 
 
    She hugged her knees to her chest and shook her head. None of this made sense to her. Just moments ago, they’d felt closer than ever. He’d comforted her through Vance’s betrayal. Slept beside her. Made her feel safe.  
 
    How could she have known last night that at the same time she was being heartlessly used by her ex, her fake boyfriend was pulling a stunt of his own? What was it that Vance had told her? She was good for business.  
 
    Apparently, Alaric had figured that out as well. 
 
    Betrayal unlike anything she’d felt before fell upon her like a raging monsoon. It washed away the rosy feelings left over from a night in her crush’s arms and left behind a cold emptiness that threatened to consume her. A soft knock came on the door and all three women watched as Alaric stuck his head in. When his gaze fell on Georgia, a boyish grin lit up his face and he pushed the door open just enough for him to squeeze through wearing a fresh white tee and jeans.  
 
    “Ready to go? I’m sure you’re starving,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “I know I am.” 
 
    A determined coldness settled on Georgia’s shoulders. She’d wished for so long to be stronger. For the will to defend herself against those who would use her like a prop. Vance had strung her along for months, using her fame and celebrity for his own good. She wouldn’t allow that to happen again. If she ever wanted to be a better woman, she needed to handle this now. Alone. 
 
    “You’re crazy if you think I’m going anywhere with you.” She stood from the bed and walked toward him, pressing the tabloid into his hands. “I know what you did and I think it’s time we talked.” 
 
    Confusion wracked his face. He looked down at the magazine as if it were a foreign object and he’d never seen one before today.  
 
    “Ladies, would you mind giving us a minute?” Georgia nodded her head at Angela and Sally. Inside, her gut clenched with nerves.  
 
    They exchanged a wide-eyed glance, each one looking slightly surprised at her request. She couldn’t blame them. The old Georgia would’ve stood silently in the corner while Sally did all the lecturing and Angela cussed him out. But not today. She gave them an insistent wave of her hand and they moved silently out of the room, leaving her alone with Alaric.  
 
    By now, he’d thumbed through the magazine and landed on the article featuring Gigi Weber’s tragic love life. She crossed her arms tightly over her chest and watched as his eyes darted across the page. It was when he inhaled sharply and frowned that she knew he’d read his featured roll.  
 
    “I have to say, I didn’t see this coming,” she said coolly, willing the splotchy patches breaking out across her neck and chest to go away. “I thought this fake relationship was supposed to benefit both of us, but I guess I was wrong. It wouldn’t be the first time. If my relationships have taught me anything, it’s that I’m only good for business.” 
 
    She spat out the last sentence with so much anger and resentment that it caught in her throat and she had to drag her eyes away from Alaric’s face. She didn’t think anything could’ve hurt worse than Vance’s betrayal, but here she was, facing down the man she thought would turn everything around for her.  
 
    If anything, he was worse than Vance. At least Vance hadn’t tried to hide his true nature. Alaric had hidden behind a veil of loyalty and honor, only to stab her in the back. This cut deep. 
 
    “I didn’t know he was a journalist.” Alaric looked up at her, desperation flashing in his eyes. The magazine shook in his hands. He took a step toward her, swallowing hard. “You’ve got to understand—” 
 
    “I understand that while I’m going to lose my contract with Spark, you get to walk away with your board of directors eating out of the palm of your hand.” She took a ragged breath and glared at him. “You broke our rules, Alaric. You sold me out.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean for this to happen.” He raked a hand through his hair and threw the magazine on the bed. His dark eyes darted back to her face. “When I thought last night that you were still in love with Vance, I became a mess. I wasn’t thinking straight. But I had it all wrong. You aren’t in love with him.” 
 
    She shook her head and put a hand on the nightstand to steady herself from the disappointment coursing through her veins. “So let me get this straight. You thought I was still in love with Vance, so you decided to punish me by talking to the paparazzi?” 
 
    He took a step back, horror filling his eyes. “No, that’s not it at all.” 
 
    Georgia shot him a look out of the corner of her eye, her voice growing deadly quiet. “You had me fooled, Alaric. I thought there was more to us than just a fake relationship. I thought I’d found someone who understood the real me. But you’re just like all the others out there wanting to use me and then spit me out. Well, you got what you wanted. Now, I want you to leave.” 
 
    Panic threatened to close her throat. She pressed a hand to her chest and reminded herself to breathe. There would be time to cry later. Right now, she needed to see this through. The new Georgia was stronger than her tears. 
 
    “Georgia…”  
 
    If she hadn’t known better, she would’ve thought he carried all the pain in the world in his voice. But that was all part of the act. Just like the trip on the yacht, the embarrassment over his leg, the kiss, the night together. The relationship. Everything was fake.  
 
    “Leave, before I call my guards,” she said, keeping her gaze glued to the floor. “I want you out of my life, Alaric. Just leave.” 
 
    A long moment of silence passed between them. She could feel him watching her, his gaze leaving a burning sensation on the side of her face. When she finally heard the door shut behind him, her eyes squeezed shut. She dropped onto the bed and folded beneath the disappointment and heartbreak of the day.  
 
    She could no longer hold back the tears.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Alaric slammed his suitcase closed and leaned over it, feeling utter disappointment wrack his chest like a fist squeezing his heart. He inhaled sharply through his gritted teeth, fighting back the emotions that threatened to overwhelm him. The words printed on that excuse-for-a-magazine haunted him, forever burned into his retina. How was he to know that snake at the bar had been a reporter for a tabloid?  
 
    It was no wonder he had looked strangely familiar. Now that Alaric had a clear head, he recognized the man from their first fake date at the club. The same man who’d snuck photos of them from across the room. He should’ve known. He was such an idiot.  
 
    He’d failed Georgia during her time of need. That was the thick and thin of it. He hadn’t even swallowed a single drop of alcohol that night and yet his destructive nature still managed to rear its ugly head and ruin all his hopes for a future with her. She had every right to despise him. His slip of the tongue had cost her the reputation she’d so carefully built and possibly even her career.  
 
    Even if she’d started having feelings for him, those feelings were buried now by a long list of wrongs the men in her life had committed against her. He was no better than that punk, Vance. Georgia deserved so much better. 
 
    With a last painful huff, he slid his suitcase to the ground and marched toward the door, determined to make it to the airport as soon as possible. And hopefully, without running into any more of Georgia’s people. Or Georgia herself. He wouldn’t survive seeing the heartbreak in her eyes again. It had been like a hot poker in the chest. She was supposed to be able to rely on him and he’d failed. He’d never forgive himself. 
 
    The hallways were clear of any of Georgia’s staff or band mates. He made it down to the hotel lobby to check out without interference. As he waited for the receptionist to punch his info into her computer, a loud rabble outside the doors caught his attention. There seemed to be about a dozen people trying to get past a hotel guard. 
 
    “What’s going on out there?” he asked, only slightly interested in the answer. Anything to get his mind off the beautiful woman standing floors above him who now hated his guts. 
 
    “Oh, just a little security issue, sir,” the receptionist said with a tight-lipped smile. “Nothing to worry about. We caught a reporter trying to sneak onto our floors. Our guards have taken swift measures to make sure he doesn’t get back inside.” 
 
    Alaric raised an eyebrow at her, then shifted his attention back to the noise outside. The paparazzi really would stop at nothing to ruin a celebrity’s life. He’d had run-ins with them in the past, of course. Being young, rich, and in the spotlight tended to draw that kind of attention. But it was nothing compared to what Georgia had to endure. She was the darling of the people and therefore, had a bigger target on her back. He would’ve liked nothing better than to send them all back to where they came from. 
 
    “Your town car is ready, sir,” the receptionist said with a smile. “It’s just out front. Thank you for staying with us.” 
 
    He thanked her, grabbed his luggage, and headed toward the exit. Two bulky hotel security guards stood just outside, their hands on their hips as they faced down the dozen or so reporters with cameras. Alaric stepped through the doors, momentarily blinded by the late morning sunlight. He would’ve expected that on a day as horrible as today there would be sheets of freezing rain pouring down on the streets of New York. An outward sign of his inward struggle. But the heavens had decided to mock him with false cheer and warmth that did nothing to ease the cold chill inside his chest. 
 
    “Alaric Hammond! Alaric, are things truly over between you and Gigi Weber?”  
 
    The moment Alaric heard his name called, he knew he’d made a mistake. Of course, these reporters were waiting around to hear news about Georgia. She was a top story on the entertainment news. And he’d walked right into the spiders’ nest. 
 
    “No comment,” he growled. His sleek black town car waited on the other side of the crowd, a beacon of safety.  
 
    “Come on, Alaric. Tell us something about your ex,” a woman in a tight black suit called, shoving a recorder under his nose. “It sounds like you got dumped for her ex-boyfriend. How does that make you feel? Surely, you have some kind of comment about that?” 
 
    He shook his head and pushed the recorder away. They were crazy if they thought they were going to get anything more out of him. He’d already shoved his foot so far in his mouth he’d be choking on Italian patent leather for the rest of his miserable life.  
 
    “Out of his way,” a guard yelled, taking Alaric by the shoulder and attempting to strong arm a reporter who got too close. “Back off!” 
 
    “We’re on public property,” someone yelled, snapping a few pictures of the guard with his black Nikon. “You have no right.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you’re harassing a client of the hotel,” the guard replied with a grunt. “So back off, unless you want me calling the cops.” 
 
    The crowd of reporters seemed to groan all at once and suddenly a clear path to Alaric’s town car opened up. He nodded his thanks to the guard and pulled his luggage behind him, eager to put this city and all its pain in his past. If he’d known this was how things would end with Georgia, he would’ve brought his own team of employees and guards. Still, he was a man used to doing things on his own. And he could certainly get himself on a plane home. 
 
    “Come on, Mr. Hammond,” a familiar voice said next to his left side. It held a hint of condescension that made the hair on Alaric’s neck stand up. “We all know that Gigi Weber is a fickle woman. Maybe it was fame that changed her or maybe she’s always been that way. She had no trouble dropping you once she got tired of you. Do us a favor and tell us about the real Gigi Weber. The woman behind the layers of Photoshop and makeup artists. She must be a real dog.” 
 
    Alaric whipped around, his chest rising and falling in rage. How dare anyone accuse Georgia of such things? They had no idea what they were talking about. 
 
    His eyes fell upon the owner of the voice and immediately, every muscle in his body strained against the limited reserve he still held. The man from the after-party stood before him, his long ponytail hanging over his shoulder. He wore a leather jacket, a proud grin, and a look of superiority in his eyes. Alaric’s hands closed into tight fists at his sides as he struggled not to pummel the man who’d effectively ended his relationship with Georgia. 
 
    “You…” He glared at him, wishing he could make him disappear. “You little rat. You tricked me.” 
 
    “Hey, now. I did nothing of the sort.” The man held his hands up in mock surrender, his eyes twinkling with dark humor. “You offered up all that information without so much as asking me my name. It’s not my fault I have a trusting face. It’s Matt Highland, by the way. For the Daily Dig.”  
 
    A deep growl sounded in Alaric’s chest. “I know that. You got a lot of things wrong in your article, by the way. I guess there really is no honor in selling your soul to a pathetic excuse for a magazine.” 
 
    Matt cocked his head to one side and pursed his lips. “Oh really? By all means, enlighten us.” 
 
    A tiny voice inside Alaric’s head told him not to spare another second on this excuse-for-a-human, but he couldn’t help himself. All the rage and passion from the last week was busting out of him like a geyser. He couldn’t keep it in. 
 
    “For one, I know that Vance set up that kiss. And I have no doubt that you were in on it,” he said, pointing a finger at Matt’s chest. “I wonder how your readers would feel if they knew that bit of information.” 
 
    Matt’s eyes turned to slits. “Prove it.” 
 
    “I wish I could.” Alaric could feel the rest of the reporters closing in, their microphones held at the ready. “But until then, just let me set the record straight.” 
 
    He swiveled his head to make eye contact with every person holding a microphone. If he could do anything for Georgia, it was this.  
 
    “None of you have an idea of what a wonderful, down-to-Earth woman Georgia Weber really is. I’ve known her since high school. She’s the quiet girl who sits with the music nerds at lunch and dreams up lyrics to songs. The girl who doesn’t know how smart or beautiful she really is. She’s not a fickle woman. She’s everything she claims to be: honest, kind, and devoted to her fans. She wouldn’t harm a fly. And she didn’t deserve to be hurt by the likes of Vance.” He gulped, feeling his bravado fade. “Or, by the likes of me. I was upset when I said those things you printed. They weren’t true. I never should’ve assumed the worst of Georgia. And I never should’ve hurt her like that.” 
 
    An unnatural silence fell on the crowd of reporters in his face. He glared at them all, willing them to speak up and tread on Georgia’s good name again. He’d go down fighting for that woman. They needed to see that. 
 
    “Are you saying that you still have feelings for Gigi Weber?” the woman in black asked, once again holding up her microphone under his nose.  
 
    Alaric sighed, rubbing a hand over his head. They’d never understand. 
 
    “I will always hold a spot in my heart for Georgia,” he said in a defeated tone, shaking his head at her. “She has changed me in ways I didn’t even know possible. She’s taught me to trust again. And for that, I will forever be grateful. I only hope that someday she can forgive me.” 
 
    And with that parting line, he hopped into his town car and slammed the door behind him. The reporters clamored at his window, but he avoided their eye contact and stared out the opposite side. He had hoped that he would feel better after that brief interview, but if anything, he felt worse. It was just beginning to sink in what he had lost.  
 
    His fingers missed the warmth of her hand in his and the soft sound of her breath as she slept pressed against him. His ears ached to hear her soothing voice. He wished he could make her smile one last time and relish in the way her soft lips curled higher on her right side and her emerald eyes grew brighter.  
 
    How could one night have changed everything? He’d gone from the luckiest man in the world to the lowest of the low. It was as if someone had shown him a glimpse of heaven before tossing him into the fiery pits. He ached to return to only a few hours ago, when everything was as it should be. 
 
    The driver took off, pausing at the next street light before turning off onto a busy street. Alaric didn’t dare glimpse back at the fading sight of the hotel or the reporters still clamoring for a sight of Gigi Weber.   
 
    He couldn’t handle this goodbye.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Georgia ran a hand over the smart black suit Sally had picked out for her that morning, trying not to fidget in the stiff fabric or shoulder pads. It was go time. Her publicist stood next to her in a near-identical tan colored suit with a pencil skirt and tan hosiery. The Linex Investments elevator they waited in dinged to show they’d arrived at the floor where Georgia would have to get down on her hands and knees to beg Spark not to drop her.  
 
    It had been only twenty-four hours since the tabloids released the devastating story about her and Alaric and already Georgia could feel their effects. She’d been a headline topic on every entertainment news channel. People were dragging her name through the muck on Internet comment boards. Someone had even sent an anonymous bouquet of dead roses to her hotel room that threw her security up in arms. It was all too much. 
 
    And then there was Alaric. He’d haunted her dreams last night. His fingers trailing along her cheek, his charming smile as he looked deep into her eyes. It was as if her brain refused to acknowledge that he was as bad for her as Vance had been. She couldn’t trust her own head, nor the sinking feeling of loss in her stomach.  
 
    “Are you listening to me?”  
 
    The snapping of Sally’s fingers inches from her nose made Georgia flinch. She shook her head and gave her publicist a wide-eyed look. 
 
    “You need to get this deal back,” Sally continued, her face wrinkling with disdain. “Grovel, beg. Do whatever you have to. But I’m not leaving Linex Investments without this deal written in stone. Got me?” 
 
    Georgia trapped a sigh behind her lips and tried not to squirm under Sally’s glare. She’d spent an entire plane ride across the United States with her publicist in her ear, lecturing her on exactly what she needed to accomplish this morning. She’d probably started tuning her out about ten hours ago. 
 
    With a final exasperated sigh, Sally led them down a hallway that looked freshly painted and lined with plush, new carpet. At the end was a large boardroom with miniature basketball hoops attached to the wall on opposite sides. Loud music coming from a few of the closed office doors vibrated the walls with their eclectic beats. They made Georgia ache to feel the neck of her guitar under her fingers, her hands forming the chords. Music was her therapy and if she ever needed some couch time, it was now. 
 
    “Ladies!” A gorgeous woman with curly blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes bounded toward them from the opposite end of the hall in a pale blue blouse and white skirt. She stopped just short of Georgia and looked her over from head to foot with a warm smile. “Ah, the famous Gigi Weber. You’re even more beautiful in person. I can’t tell you how excited I am to finally meet you.” 
 
    Georgia blushed and laughed softly, biting the inside of her cheek. This certainly wasn’t the greeting she’d been anticipating. “You’re too kind. This is my publicist, Sally Williams.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” The woman shook both of their hands warmly. “I’m Emily.” 
 
    Sally tilted her head to one side and narrowed her eyes. “I thought we were meeting with Kevin Smith himself this morning.” 
 
    Emily shook her head. “Smithy is out at the moment, but I assure you that you are in good hands.” 
 
    Georgia cringed when she heard Sally mutter a dissatisfied reply under her breath, but Emily didn’t seem to hear. She led them down to a corner office with a wide panoramic view of the city through its expansive windows. A glass desk stood in the middle with a high-backed white leather chair and two client chairs made of similar leather. In the corner sat a comfy wing-backed chair and a silver throw rug.  
 
    “Have a seat,” Emily said, pointing to the client chairs. “Want anything to drink?” 
 
    Georgia was just about to politely turn down the offer when Sally gasped and snatched a framed photo from the top of Emily’s desk.  
 
    “Is this Michael Knight in this picture?” Her eyes boggled.  
 
    “Yes.” An amused grin touched Emily’s face as she sat down in her chair. “He’s my husband.” 
 
    Sally looked up at her, new respect lighting in her eyes. “Why didn’t you say so?” 
 
    Georgia wanted to hide her head in the nearest pile of sand she could find. So much for all of Sally’s lecturing on keeping a cool, aloof attitude. 
 
    “Because I don’t work for my husband.” Emily winked at Georgia, as if she could sense her discomfort. “Spark was partially bred from my family’s matchmaking system. Smithy and I have worked tirelessly to ensure that our customers get that same flavor, as if they’d walked into a matchmaker’s office themselves. We don’t want a hookup culture. We want lasting results. True love. Earnest love. Which is why we hired Gigi here to be our celebrity sponsor. She’s got the heart of America in her back pocket.” 
 
    Georgia shifted uncomfortably. She was waiting for the but moment. But…you screwed up. And now we have to fire you. 
 
    “Yes, about that.” Sally put the frame back and placed her hands on her hips in what Georgia recognized as her power move. She was going in for the kill. “We would like to discuss the recent events that have led to this meeting.” 
 
    Emily leaned back in her chair, looking as cool and easy-going as anyone could under Sally’s direct gaze. Georgia wondered at her ability to remain so calm in such a situation. 
 
    “Of course,” she said with a nod. “Let’s discuss.” 
 
    “My client was lured into a situation where the photographs were taken without her consent.” Sally glanced down at Georgia with a pitying frown. “She was also physically attacked by her ex-boyfriend. We are prepared to file charges against him if that legitimizes her in the eyes of the public.” 
 
    Georgia cringed. The last thing she wanted at that moment was a court proceeding. It had been Sally’s idea. All she wanted to do was move forward and forget about the whole thing. 
 
    Emily’s gaze turned toward her and softened. “I’m so sorry to hear that. Are you okay?” 
 
    Her breath caught in her lungs. Besides Alaric, no one had asked her that simple question. The wave of emotions that swept over her caught her off guard.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she said in a quiet voice and with a grateful smile. “I just don’t want to lose this contract.” 
 
    “Well, I have to admit that we were concerned when the first story came out,” Emily said, standing from her chair to stride toward the window and look out at the street below. She smoothed out her white skirt and sighed. “Especially with Alaric Hammond’s initial comments. It didn’t look so great for Gigi Weber or Spark.” 
 
    Georgia cringed. No need to remind her of Alaric’s words. They were permanently etched inside her skull.  
 
    “But, that was before our numbers jumped sky-high this morning,” Emily said, returning from the window to grasp the back of her chair and beam at them. “Thanks to Alaric’s damage control, more people are signing up for Spark than ever before. I think we can safely say everything is looking up.” 
 
    Georgia shook her head, trying to comprehend what Emily was saying. Damage control? What had Alaric done? Her questioning gaze flicked over to her publicist. Sally stood next to her with her lips pressed into a thin line. 
 
    Emily slipped back into her chair and gave them both a cheery grin. “I take it that you haven’t seen the Entertainment Today segment they ran late last night? Here, let me pull it up for you.” 
 
    She turned toward her computer, clicked a few keys, and then swiveled the monitor for them to see. Georgia’s stomach clenched at the sight of a video featuring Alaric standing outside the hotel with his luggage in hand. She’d never seen him looking so weary, like he hadn’t slept in a month. There was an intense sadness in his eyes. It almost broke her heart. He glanced angrily at the crowd surrounding him as he tried to make his way to his car.  
 
    The scene proceeded to play out with the paparazzi peppering him with questions. Georgia stared wide-eyed as Alaric turned toward them, rage burning in his eyes. His passionate reply to them sunk into her like electric shocks to the chest. He defended her in the most beautiful way, insisting that she deserved much better than him and Vance. And then it was over and he was driven away in his town car, looking especially tired as he scrubbed his face with his hands. 
 
    Georgia sat staring at the monitor for a long while. Never in a million years had she expected any man to talk about her like that. Least of all, the man who she’d chased from her life only minutes before. Yes, he’d made a huge mistake and broken his promise about talking to the press, but he’d more than made up for that. He’d given her back her contract. Her career. Her dignity. 
 
    “Well, he’s smooth, I’ll give him that.” Sally sucked in her cheeks and casually examined her fingernails.  
 
    Judging by the lack of surprise coming from her publicist’s direction, Georgia was sure that she’d already known about Alaric’s public defense of her. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about this?” she asked, her jaw dropping in frustration. “Why didn’t you tell me that he had defended me?” 
 
    “Because he’s served his purpose,” Sally snapped. Her lips formed a pinched expression. “And the last thing you needed right now was to run after that man. He’s distracting you from your goals. From your career. I’m doing you a favor.” 
 
    Georgia’s chest rose with a furious breath as she glared up at Sally. There had been many times it felt like Sally had crossed a line, but never as boldly as this. Her hands grasped the armrests of her chair and her nails dug into the leather. How dare Sally make this decision for her?  
 
    “Gigi, I can see this is coming as a shock to you,” Emily said, breaking through her blind rage. She had a sympathetic smile on her pink lips and a twinkle in her eye. “I don’t know Alaric Hammond very well myself, but I have it on the best of authority that he is a good man with a noble heart. I’m sure that he meant everything he said. And in case you were wondering, my matchmaking system doesn’t make mistakes. After all, that’s how I met my own match.”  
 
    Her eyes sparkled with love as she gazed at the framed photo on her desk. Georgia watched her, aching for something like that. Something real. Something solid. Not the kind of tabloid fodder that sold company stocks or kept sponsors happy. But a real love, that would last through the hard times. A man who would stand beside her, no matter what came. 
 
    Was Alaric that man? She’d been so cruel to him during their last meeting. And yet, minutes later, he’d defended her on the street outside their hotel. Surely, those feelings hadn’t died yet. Maybe, they could both forgive each other. She knew she already had.  
 
    “I have to see him.” Georgia jumped out of her chair, her heart pounding. She danced in place, unsure where to go next. “I have to talk to Alaric. Is he in town?” 
 
    She wasn’t sure what she was going to say, but she had to see him. Could she have been wrong about him once again? Did the man she’d fallen for truly exist? Her insides fluttered in response to the question.  
 
    “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea…” Sally began, her expression turning sour. “He may have gotten you out of this scrape, but we can’t forget that he was the one who…” 
 
    “I have it on good authority that he’s at Advanced Therapy for his weekly physical therapy appointment,” Emily interrupted, pressing her lips together in barely contained excitement. “It’s a small clinic a few blocks away. If you use my town car, you could be there in minutes.” 
 
    “Right. Yes. Thank you.” Georgia stood frozen in place for a long moment, her insides churning with excitement and nerves. Would he even want to see her? 
 
    “He’ll want to see you,” Emily said, leaning forward on her desk, a knowing smile lighting up her face. “Trust me.” 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    That was all the encouragement she needed. Georgia rushed toward the door, ignoring Sally’s indignant huffs. Emily’s cheers followed her down the hall and bolstered her confidence.  
 
    She could only hope Emily was right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Alaric heaved himself onto the parallel bars, the muscles in his arms straining with effort to keep his body straight. A trickle of sweat crawled down the back of his neck and he relished in the strength of his own body. There had been a time not too long ago when he’d cursed its limitations. But now, he saw it in a new light — one filled with possibilities. And part of that change was thanks to a woman on the other side of the country with alluring emerald eyes.  
 
    A woman who now hated him. 
 
    He cringed and slipped a little on the bars, willing himself not to think about her and instead threw his whole concentration into therapy. There was nothing left to do now but move on with his life. Use the valuable lessons he’d learned from his time with Georgia to finally become the better man he’d set out to be. He had a long way to go, but determination had seeped into his very bones.  
 
    “How’s the new fit, Mr. Hammond?”  
 
    Dr. Anand moved into sight, her long dark tresses pulled into a thick braid down over one shoulder. She wore a royal blue skin-tight athletic shirt embroidered with her name and a pair of snap-up wind pants. Kneeling next to his newly adjusted prosthetic, she waited for him to put his weight on it.  
 
    Lowering himself slowly to the ground, he studied how the fit cupped his leg. There was no chaffing or pinching. Nothing to suggest they’d missed the mark. Taking a few tentative steps forward, he admired the smoothness of this newest fit.  
 
    “It’s perfect,” he said, looking down at his athletic shorts and the black metal prosthetic beneath. “I think you really hit the nail on the head.” 
 
    Dr. Anand nodded her head eagerly and then made a few notes on the clipboard in her hands. Her eyes sparkled with excitement when she looked back up at him. “I really can’t thank you enough, Mr. Hammond. Your investment in my latest prototype is going to make a world of difference for amputees all over the world. I couldn’t have done it without your support.” 
 
    Alaric smiled tight-lipped at her, not wishing to draw any more attention to the gift than necessary. Not everyone had the resources like he did to invest in their very own prosthetic limbs. It was his own way of giving back. If his money could make a difference, then maybe he could say everything that had happened to him had been for a reason. 
 
    And maybe it would help relieve some of the guilt he carried from betraying the one woman he’d ever fallen for.  
 
    “Don’t give him any more praise, Dr. Anand. His head might swell up and he’ll never make it out those doors.” Smithy walked toward them on his two prosthetic legs, his curly head bobbing as he beamed at Alaric. “We can’t all be billionaires.” 
 
    Alaric rolled his eyes, but felt a reluctant smile tug at his lips. He’d missed his crazy friend.  
 
    “The way things are going lately, I have the feeling you’ll have your own billions to throw around soon enough,” he shot back, leaving the parallel bars to shake Smithy’s hand. “So don’t get too high and mighty. You’ll have your own swollen head to worry about.” 
 
    “Never.” Smithy slapped a hand across his heart with a mock expression of hurt. “Dr. Anand, please tell Alaric that it is physically impossible for Kevin Smith to get a giant ego. It’s just not in my DNA.” 
 
    Dr. Anand laughed as she glanced back and forth between them, her dark eyes glittering with humor. “I’m not a geneticist, Mr. Smith. My specialty lies in artificial limbs, so I’m afraid you’re on your own for that one.” 
 
    Smithy groaned and turned toward her with a hurt expression. “Come on, how many times have I told you to call me Smithy? I thought we were friends.” 
 
    She laughed again and turned toward her stack of weighted balls in the corner. “I’ll call you Smithy when you can do four hundred weighted squats without tipping over once.” 
 
    Smithy groaned loudly, but couldn’t seem to wipe away the goofy smile on his face. He followed Dr. Anand to the floor mat where they began his therapy routine. Alaric watched them and felt a surprising flair of jealousy burst inside his chest. Smithy had it bad for his doctor, but he was just in the beginning stages of puppy love. The time when everything was new and exciting and no one had had the chance to mess it up.  
 
    He wished he could go back in time with Georgia. Back to before the party, the fake relationship, even the first date. He’d do it right the second time. He’d already know what a unique and wonderful woman Georgia Weber was and he wouldn’t falter in his loyalty to her. But life didn’t work that way. 
 
    As he turned toward his gym bag to grab a towel, he got the distinct sensation that someone was watching him. He looked up in time to see a figure pause in the doorway to the gym, a halo of black curls surrounding her head. His heart stopped beating for the longest moment as his mind began to race.  
 
    Surely, he was going crazy. Maybe he was having a stroke. Georgia Weber couldn’t be at his physical therapy clinic, staring at him from across the room with those gorgeous emerald green eyes. 
 
    His first gut reaction was to step behind the bench and hide his metal leg from view. The old Alaric would’ve done just that. But instead, he slowly stood tall and returned her steady gaze, swallowing back the nerves. She’d been the one to convince him to reveal it all on the yacht. She wouldn’t judge him. Georgia Weber was too good of a person to do such a thing. 
 
    Her gaze trailed down his t-shirt, to his athletic shorts, and down to his leg. Alaric thought he saw something that looked like pride reflecting in her eyes when she met his gaze once again.   
 
    “I was in town, visiting Linex Investments,” she started, taking a timid step toward him. She looked out of place in her black blazer and fitted skirt, as if someone had attempted to wipe away the effortlessly cool rocker side of Georgia and stuff her in a cubicle office. Her brow furrowed and she licked her lips nervously. “I saw the video of you leaving the hotel.” 
 
    He raised his chin, not sure what to say to that. Was she here to tell him that he’d crossed another line? That was twice he’d talked to the paparazzi without her permission. He really couldn’t seem to keep his promises around her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have let them get to me,” he said, his voice breaking. He cleared his throat and took a few steps toward her, until only about five feet separated them. “I just couldn’t let that guy get away with badmouthing you. I’m really sorry, Georgia.” 
 
    “Don’t be.” She shook her head, her cheeks pale. “I’m the one who should be apologizing. I shouldn’t have asked you to leave. I should’ve heard your side of the story.” 
 
    “No.” Alaric’s voice came out harsher than he’d intended. He took another step toward her, shaking his head and frowning. “Never apologize for that. You had every right. Every single right to react the way you did. I expressly broke our agreement.” 
 
    Desperation entered her eyes. She looked up at him, her gaze searching his face. “But I shouldn’t have reacted so harshly.” 
 
     “No, Georgia.” He tensed his jaw, willing her to understand what he was trying to say. “I betrayed your trust when you needed it most. You confided in me about how Vance treated you and I treated you just as poorly. I don’t deserve your forgiveness and you certainly don’t owe me an apology.” 
 
    His heart screamed at him, threatening to dislodge from his chest. He could see the confusion in Georgia’s eyes. The lack of certainty. His head told him that if he wanted to, he could use this to his advantage. Smooth over his crimes and get back the woman of his dreams. But he wasn’t that kind of man anymore. Georgia deserved so much better. And he would never manipulate her like that again. 
 
    “You don’t want my apology?” she asked, pressing her lips into a thin line. Running a hand through her hair, she dislodged a few strands of curls that fell into her face. Her eyes darted nervously around the gym, at everything except for him. “It’s just…after that video, I thought…” 
 
    Her voice trailed off and she seemed to withdraw into herself. Alaric couldn’t help but smile, his gaze softly caressing her face. She really didn’t know how powerful she was. Even when they went to school together, she’d had a kind of magnetism that the other kids noticed. Her fans saw it. And he did, too. 
 
    “Georgia, I wish I hadn’t screwed up so badly.” Against his better judgment, he reached out to softly brush the hair back from her face. Her green eyes darted to his and she inhaled sharply as he tucked the curls behind her ear, letting his fingers linger on her soft cheek. “But you…you should be so proud of yourself. I know you won’t ever let anyone manipulate you again. You proved that yesterday morning. You are the strongest woman I know. And resilient, and talented, and kind. Not to mention, the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I know you’re going to succeed. You were made to stand out in this world.” 
 
    Electricity coursed down his arm as she placed a hand on his and pressed it tight against her reddening cheek. She blinked up at him with as much trust as anyone had ever given him. He had to hold himself back from pulling her toward him and kissing her soundly. That was something the old Alaric would do.  
 
    “Georgia, what I said on the red carpet…” 
 
    “Stop. Just stop.”  
 
    She closed the gap between them, throwing her hands around his neck. Their lips met with an urgency that Alaric felt in every bone in his body. Without thinking, he wrapped his arms around her waist to steady himself and pulled her closer to his chest. Her hand moved its way up the back of his head, her fingers combing through his hair.  
 
    Molten heat burst in his gut and across every inch of his skin. Oxygen seemed to have failed him and stars danced on the back of his eyelids as he deepened the kiss, knowing he wouldn’t survive if she broke off the kiss now.  
 
    He wanted to melt into her. To forever have the sweet taste of her mouth on his lips and feel the soft curves of her body pressed against him. It was as if they’d been made for each other. Every gentle sigh from her lips, every soft stroke of her hand against his cheek drove him to hold onto her tighter, not caring if the rest of the world dissolved around them.  
 
    She was everything he’d ever needed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen  
 
    Georgia posed in her knee-length silver sequin dress for the photographers at the Union Ball, her black curls twisted into an elegant knot at the back of her head with tendrils falling around her face. Around her, celebrities of every sort arrived on the red carpet, sure to make the most of the year’s biggest event. Most of them had arrived with dates.  
 
    Georgia was one of the few cutting a lone figure tonight. 
 
    Although, that wasn’t completely true. She had arrived with one person. Georgia turned to see Sally racing after her with a vanity mirror in one hand and a comb in the other. She came to a stop in front of Georgia and dabbed a bit of powder on Georgia’s nose before twisting her brilliant red lips into a dissatisfied scowl. 
 
    “Now, don’t forget to skip on the dessert tonight. One ounce of cheesecake and your face puffs up like a balloon.” 
 
    Georgia held up a single finger, her eyebrow arching as she stared down the woman who had been with her since nearly the beginning of her career. There were a lot of things that Sally was great at — getting the right public appearances, coaching her through tough spots, maintaining her public image. She mothered Georgia as if she were a toddler, unable to feed or dress herself. But times had changed and Georgia no longer needed that level of assistance. 
 
    “What did we talk about, Sally?” she asked, pursing her lips.  
 
    The blood drained from Sally’s face and she bit uncertainly at her bottom lip. It was a foreign expression on her usually confident face. “No more lectures, no more treating you like a child?” 
 
    “Exactly.” Georgia blew out a puff of air. “You can cut the cord, Sally. I’m not helpless anymore. I can stand up for myself and I can decide for myself whether I’ll have the cheesecake or not.” 
 
    Sally winced and looked down at her hands, grumbling an apology at Georgia’s feet. 
 
    It wasn’t as if Georgia had threatened to fire her publicist, but she’d finally put her foot down when it came to Sally’s interference in her life. Hard. It seemed that their conversation had finally sunk in.  
 
    Georgia couldn’t totally blame the woman for the way she acted. Their careers were tied together. In her gruff, overbearing way, Sally did care. She just needed to let up on the reins a little. 
 
    “Now, go have some fun of your own tonight,” Georgia said, pulling her publicist into a tight hug. 
 
    Sally blinked in surprise, patting her awkwardly on the back. “Are you sure you want me to leave?” 
 
    “Yes!” Georgia hadn’t meant to say it so loudly. “Go. Live your life. Be free. I’ll see you tomorrow morning for our flight back to California.” 
 
    With one last skeptical glance in her direction, Sally marched off the red carpet, leaving Georgia officially alone at the biggest event of the year. Inside the elegant ballroom, she found her seat at one of the round tables set with dazzling white linen, delicate china with gold trim, and calla lily centerpieces that stretched toward the ceiling.  
 
    The hum of conversation buzzed around her, but Georgia didn’t feel like joining in. The old Sally would have killed her, of course, but that didn’t unglue her four-inch stilettos from the floor. She wasn’t quite ready to face the hordes alone. 
 
    “Hey, gorgeous. It’s nice to see you out and about.”  
 
    Georgia flinched at the sound of the familiar voice. She clutched her purse tight to her abdomen and turned to see Vance stalking toward her in a gray suit. He’d started growing out his hair since the last time she saw him and now it looked like peach fuzz on his round head. For a brief moment, she tried to remember what she’d ever seen in him.  
 
    Nothing. Not a single thing came to mind.  
 
    With a satisfied smirk, she stood to meet him eye-to-eye. “What do you want, Vance?” 
 
    “To make sure you’re all right, darling.” He stopped just short of bumping into her and gave her a sickly sweet smile that revealed a new gold cap on one of his top teeth. Georgia shuddered with revulsion. “I read that story in the Daily Dig. Totally brutal. I didn’t know that was the way they were going to spin it. I swear.” 
 
    A wry smile tugged at Georgia’s lips. “Yeah, and I’m sure you’re here to apologize for it?” 
 
    “Of course.” He placed a hand on her arm and squeezed lightly. She had to fight back the urge to slap him. “I’m sorry you and that billionaire playboy guy didn’t work out. If he couldn’t see how amazing you are, then he’s a loser. Because you are, babe. Simply amazing. In fact, I wrote a song for you. It’s going to be on my new album.” 
 
    Georgia arched an eyebrow at him and shook her head. She was no longer under the powers of Vance’s manipulations, but he couldn’t see that. He was still spewing the same old lies. Still trying to get into her good graces, but not really apologizing for anything. She knew better now.  
 
    And she also knew what real love and devotion felt like. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late, sweetheart,” a deep voice said from behind Vance’s egg-shaped head. “The medical conference went long, but I’m certain that Dr. Anand’s prosthetic will be available to the masses very soon.”  
 
    Georgia tilted her head to one side to spot Alaric coming toward them, cutting a dashing figure in an elegant black suit and shirt, his dark hair swept to one side and his beard freshly trimmed. Her heart skipped a beat as he made eye contact with her — his gaze blazing with heat and adoration. She held out a hand to him, interlacing her fingers with his as he finally reached her side.  
 
    “You’re forgiven,” she said, reaching up to plant a kiss on his lips.  
 
    He put his free hand on the back of her neck, pulling her in close for a short, but breathtaking greeting. When they broke apart, Georgia felt as if her heart was going to beat right out of her ribcage. She’d never get tired of kissing Alaric Hammond.  
 
    She smiled innocently over at Vance, who stood staring at them with wide eyes and a slack jaw. His usually bold stance had melted into an unsure pose as his shoulders drooped and he tucked his chin toward his chest. 
 
    “You two? You’re still together?” His voice broke and his eyes darted back and forth between them. 
 
    “Of course.” Georgia gave him a dazzling smile. “As you said, anyone would have to be a loser if they couldn’t see how amazing I am. And let me tell you, Alaric Hammond is no loser.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Alaric put an arm around her waist and pulled her in close to nuzzle her ear. “I know how good I have it with her. And I’m never going to forget it. Now, if you don’t mind, I owe this gorgeous lady a dance for my tardiness.” 
 
    Georgia could almost hear Vance swallow down his disappointment. She held in a laugh as his face turned beet red. He nodded once at the both of them, and then stumbled away, no doubt in search of the bar. 
 
    “That was brilliant,” she whispered, as Alaric pulled her toward the dance floor on the other side of the room. A ten-piece instrumental band had struck up a slow song and a few couples had already taken advantage of the romantic tune to break away from the crowd.  
 
    He swung her toward him, taking her other hand in his, and began to sway to the beat. A slow grin tugged at one side of his face. “I couldn’t resist. The look on his face was priceless. I’d give all my billions away just to see it again.” 
 
    She threw her head back and laughed, enjoying the complete freedom of the action. It had been a long time since she’d felt so confident. Confident in her career, in the man in her arms, and in herself. It felt wonderful. She never wanted to give that up. 
 
    The click of a camera captured her attention as Alaric spun them around. Georgia tensed when she saw a familiar man in the crowd, his long ponytail pulled over his shoulder and a camera in his hands. She ground her teeth and huffed. Of all the nerve… 
 
    “What is is?” Alaric asked, looking down at her. “Did I step on your foot with my prosthetic?” 
 
    “No.” She grasped his hand tighter, glaring at the camera snapping pictures of them. “That horrible paparazzo man from Daily Dig is here and he’s got us in his line of sight. Ugh, I wish I could put my high heels right through his camera lens. It would serve him right.” 
 
    Alaric turned them so that he could see what she was talking about. Recognition flared in his eyes when he spotted the man and his shoulders tensed under Georgia’s hand. For a split second, she was sure he was going to stalk off and come to terms with the man who’d almost torn them apart.  
 
    Her money was on Alaric.  
 
    But a moment later, Alaric sucked in his cheeks and looked down at her with an ornery glint in his eyes. “You know what? Let him watch us. I don’t care.” 
 
    Georgia’s jaw dropped. “Seriously? You’re just going to let him get a show? After what he did to us?” 
 
    “Seriously.”  
 
    The half-grin was back on his sculpted mouth. It was the kind of smile that sent shivers down Georgia’s spine. He tugged her closer, until their chests collided, and his hand worked its way lower down the back of her dress. Bending over just enough for his warm breath to cause an outbreak of goosebumps along her neck, he kissed her gently on the cheek and whispered in her ear. 
 
    “He’s done his worst. Let him be. He’s never going to get in the way of me loving you again. That’s a promise. How does that sound to you, Georgia Weber?” 
 
    Electricity coursed over her skin. An elated smile grew on her red painted lips and a pretty blush burned on her cheeks. 
 
    “Well, when you put it that way…” She brushed her lips against the strong angle of his jaw, planting a sensual kiss near the corner of his mouth. He gave a low groan, his grip on her hand tightening. “Let him get the money shot. I don’t care — not when I have you.” 
 
    She smiled up at him, lost in the adoring glow of his eyes. They danced through the next three songs, hardly noticing the crowd as it surged and dissolved around them on the dance floor. 
 
    There was only one thing that mattered and they in that moment, they had it all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Alaric watched as Georgia danced around the foyer of his home. It was a recent purchase for him — a stunning mansion set in Saint Helena, California. The glittering crystal chandelier hanging from the high arching timbers above reflected and magnified her excited movements. Alaric couldn’t help but pause in the process of putting his shoes on and stare at the woman he loved. Even in her silliest moments, she made his heart swell with fondness. 
 
    She tugged impatiently on his hand and laughed. “Come on! You know I can’t keep a secret for long. You’ve got to hurry before I burst and ruin the whole thing.” 
 
    Alaric scanned her over with amusement. It had been exactly a year today since they’d first made their fake relationship pact, but nothing was fake between them now. He loved seeing her let down her walls. She was every bit of the strong, intelligent, fun-loving woman he’d fallen for in the beginning.  
 
    They’d had some wonderful times during the last few months, as she traveled across the world for her concert schedule and he tagged along, managing his business through the beauty of technology. But not even a romantic evening swim in Aruba or a candlelit supper on a rooftop in Italy could compare to the excitement he felt when he got to hold that gorgeous woman in his arms every day.  
 
    And to show her just exactly what she meant to him, he had a surprise of his own for today. But that would have to wait. 
 
    “Fine, fine, I’m coming, woman.” He chuckled, low and throaty, before turning to his housekeeper to grab the weathered black leather jacket she offered him. He could feel the weight of a small box in the right pocket. 
 
    “For your outing, sir,” she said, bowing her gray head and winking at him conspiratorially. “It’s all set.” 
 
    “Thank you, Marge.”  
 
    A sudden nervous wave of energy coursed through his body and he shivered. It wasn’t a feeling he was used to having, but that was Georgia’s effect on him. He was constantly pushing past his own limitations around her. She’d become the kind of person who danced in the rain, volunteered for a blindfolded taste-test, and bungee jumped off the side of a bridge. He’d gladly given up a lot of his inhibitions to keep up with her during this past year. And it was worth every second. 
 
    “All right, enough stalling.” She hooked her arm through his and pulled him toward the door. “I need to give you your gift.” 
 
    “You know you really didn’t have to get me anything…”  
 
    Alaric sped to keep up with her as she practically dragged him out the front door and onto the lush front patio. It was surrounded by carefully manicured bushes and trees, with an elaborate stone wall that curved south along the property and led toward a vivid turquoise pool and sunbathing deck. He had originally liked the property due to its majestic views of Napa Valley and the secluded location. But he hadn’t officially decided to purchase the home until the moment Georgia first saw it and he witnessed her eyes light up with childish wonder. 
 
    He’d do anything to make that woman happy.  
 
    “What kind of girlfriend would I be if I didn’t get my guy a gift on our anniversary?” Georgia shot him a teasing smile and immediately directed him toward the ten-stall garage that lined the northern side of the house. “Go on. It’s inside. I wrapped it myself.” 
 
    Alaric clasped his hand protectively around the box in his jacket pocket, eyeing her with suspicion. She was always ribbing him about his unnecessary assortment of flashy cars and machinery. The last thing he’d expected was for her to get him a car for their one-year. 
 
    “Go on.” She waved her hands at him. “Open it up.” 
 
    Punching in the security code on the outdoor panel, he backed up and waited for the massive door to slide into the ceiling. Inch by inch, it revealed what Georgia had been so excited about. Standing on the cement pad, with a giant red bow on the seat, was a black and chrome painted Honda CBR900RR Fireblade motorcycle. Every inch of it shined — from the glossy body to the large chrome muffler. Just the mere sight of it took him back to his youth. 
 
    “You’re kidding me.” Dropping his hands from his pockets, Alaric took a tentative step toward the bike and raked a hand through his hair. “Is that…?” 
 
    “It’s the same type you used to ride in high school.” She circled the bike, running her hand over the sleek metal and shooting him a seductive smile. “You can’t imagine how many times I imagined riding on the back of Alaric Hammond’s Fireblade. And now’s my chance. All the girls from Everton High are going to be so jealous when they hear about this.” 
 
    Alaric went to inspect the bike, excitement causing his chest to swell. Georgia knew him all too well. He wanted nothing more than to start it up and hit the open roads. It had been ages since he’d been on a motorcycle. Almost three years, to be exact. The last time had been that terrible accident… 
 
    He looked down at his prosthetic leg and sighed. There was no way he should drive this thing around. Not in his condition. Not when it was so easy to slip back into that destructive lifestyle. He’d almost killed someone the last time he rode a motorcycle. He wouldn’t go down that road again. Disappointment hit him in the gut like a bad stomachache.  
 
    “Before you go and close yourself off to the idea…” Georgia’s hand closed softly on his arm and he looked up to see her watching him intently, as if she knew exactly what he was thinking. “I think you should know that I am so proud of the progress you’ve made. You’re a completely different person than the man who crashed that bike. You’ve paid your dues. Don’t let that mistake keep you from enjoying the healthy things you love, babe.” 
 
    He stared at her for a long moment, thinking through what she’d just said. Not only had Georgia taken the time to track down his beloved bike from high school, but she’d known he’d have an internal conflict about the whole thing. She really did know him better than anyone. And maybe she was right. He’d worked so hard to become this new man. Riding a motorcycle again didn’t negate all that.  
 
    “You are wonderful,” he said, pulling Georgia into his arms and planting a kiss on her sweet red lips. “Have I told you that lately?” 
 
    “Hmmm…only about every other day.” She ran her fingers through his scruffy beard and smiled. “But a girl never gets tired of hearing it.” 
 
    He dropped his hands from around her waist and went to do one more scan of the motorcycle. “I hope you bought helmets, too, because we’re taking this baby out for a spin.” 
 
    This might have altered his plans a bit for the evening, but all for the better. 
 
    “Already on it.” She darted toward the built-in shelves on the far wall of the garage and produced two black helmets. Handing one to him, she winked and inhaled sharply. “I can’t believe I get to ride on the back of Alaric Hammond’s motorcycle. My inner high school girl is screaming in excitement.” 
 
    He gave her a suave smile and tugged her toward him by the front of her red leather jacket until their bodies pressed together. Heat rose up in the limited space between them. “And I can’t believe I’m giving the hottest girl in school a ride. Come on. I’ve got something I want to show you.” 
 
    Curiosity sparked in Georgia’s eyes. She climbed on the back of the bike after Alaric swung his leg over and turned the ignition. The engine roared to life, smooth as could be, and the tremble of the motor beneath his legs made him sigh with happiness. He’d missed this.  
 
    Two arms wrapped tightly around his waist from behind, making him sigh again. The feeling of Georgia’s chest pressed against his back felt so right. This was going to be the perfect ride.  
 
    He flipped down the visor of his helmet and squeezed the clutch, moving them forward. It didn’t take more than a few seconds for the old familiar feeling of his high school Fireblade to come back, even with the stiffness of a prosthetic foot. Soon, they were roaring down the private lane to his estate, blowing past the ten acres of land that the property sat on. The wind snapped around them and under the collar of Alaric’s jacket. Georgia’s grip tightened as he took the corners, but even over the loud noise of the road, he could hear her whooping and hollering for him to go faster.  
 
    Eventually, they reached their favorite spot on the entire property. It was hard to see from the road, but just behind a row of thick trees and brambles was a breathtaking view of the entire valley. They’d discovered it on one of their first explorations of the properties and after a little prompting from Georgia, Alaric had had an elegant gazebo built on their spot.  
 
    He parked the bike on the edge of the road and shut off the engine, pulling the helmet from his head. Georgia did the same, looking wildly beautiful with her curls framing her face. Her cheeks were flushed from the ride and her eyes sparkling.  
 
    “What’s the big surprise?” She glanced in the direction of their secret gazebo. “Have you got Cindy Lauper tied up in there or what? It’s always been my dream to meet her. Come on, spill.” 
 
    A chuckle left Alaric’s lips and he shook his head. “Cindy Lauper was unavailable, I’m afraid. You’re stuck with me.” 
 
    Taking her by the hand, he led her toward the gazebo. Just as he’d planned, a small round table had been placed in the middle with a chilled bottle of sparkling cider on top. Glass vases filled with dozens of red roses had been set along the railings, with rose petals littering the floor. A string of elegant white lights had been woven between the spindles of the gazebo’s roof and gave off an enchanting glow in the shaded evening.  
 
    “Alaric…” Georgia stopped walking, her hand still in his. She stared wide-eyed at the scene, her mouth opening in shock. “What is this?” 
 
    “It’s part of the surprise.” He kissed the top of her hand and pulled her further into the gazebo. “Happy anniversary, my love.” 
 
    She took in the scene, first examining the flowers and then glancing out at the epic view of the valley sprawling before them. The sun setting in the distance caused the sky to burst into brilliant oranges, reds, and purples, adding to the romance of the scene. Georgia stared at it for a long moment. Finally, she turned toward him and sighed happily. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to share this moment with anyone else.” Leaning her head against his shoulder, she smiled. “I love you.” 
 
    “And I love you.” Alaric swallowed down the nervous knot in his throat. Now was his big moment. The one that he’d so meticulously planned a month ago. He didn’t want to screw it up. “But this is only part of the surprise.” 
 
    She looked up at him, her eyebrows arching with a question. “Oh, yeah? What could possibly be better than this?” 
 
    “This.” Taking the small blue box from his pocket, he slid it toward her on the railing in front of them. “This is the rest of it.” 
 
    Glancing down, she gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. Alaric plucked the box from the railing and lowered to one knee, his hands shaking so badly he could hardly open it. But once he did, a brilliant three carat solitaire diamond on a silver band shone inside, reflecting the colors of the sunset around them. 
 
    “Georgia Weber, this last year together has been the happiest of my life,” he began, taking a deep breath to steady himself. “But I’m a selfish man. I want more. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Devoted to you. Loving you.” 
 
    “Alaric…” Georgia breathed out his name, her eyes filling up with tears.  
 
    “You’ve made me a better man,” he continued, hoping the words coming out of his mouth sounded as elegant as they felt inside his head. “And I can’t think of anyone I’d rather spend my life with. Say you’ll marry me.” 
 
    There was one, long heartrending moment of silence as Georgia stared at him with her round green eyes. Then, a smile slowly began to grow on her lips and she dropped to her knees in front of him, taking both his hands in hers. 
 
    “Alaric Hammond.” Tears ran down her face as she smiled at him. “You talk about me making you a better man, but you also make me a better woman. I have never felt so sure of myself until I had you on my side. You are my match in every way.” 
 
    A shaky breath left Alaric’s lips and he gave her a crooked grin. “Does that mean you say yes?” 
 
    “Yes! Yes!” Georgia laughed and wiped at the tears under her eyes. “Was there ever a question? You’re stuck with me, Alaric. We’re doing life together.” 
 
    They laughed as he plucked the ring from the box and slid it on her left ring finger. The diamond seemed to glow with a new light when Georgia held it up. Not one to waste the moment, Alaric pulled her into a breathtaking kiss that heated him all the way down to his toes. When they finally parted, the valley had darkened and lights glittered in the distance. In that moment, it felt as if the world lay at their feet.  
 
    “Alaric?”  
 
    He looked down at Georgia wrapped up in his arms. She was looking out over the railing, sharing in the spectacular view. “Yes?” 
 
    She laughed softly and leaned back into his chest. “I just know you’re going to be the best fake fiancé ever. I love you.” 
 
    His chest rumbled with a chuckle as he kissed her softly on the cheek. “I love you, too.” 
 
    � 
 
    Thanks for reading! If you loved this book, please leave a review. The more reviews a series gets, the faster I will get around to writing the next book! 
 
    Love, 
 
    Lacy 
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